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GLOSSARY 


Liuyao | 7\% 

This traditional Chinese divination method is also known as 
the Eight Trigrams Method. Practitioners shake three copper 
coins in clasped hands while focusing on the matter being pre- 
dicted. The coins are then thrown six times onto a trigram plat- 


ter to form a hexagram. 


Cheng Qian | F2 7% 

His surname cheng holds several meanings: “regulation’, 
“procedure’, and “path”. His given name qian represents the verb 
“dive” and the attributive “potential”. He is given the nickname 


tong qian, meaning “copper coin’, by Yan Zhengming. 


Yan Zhengming | 严 争 鸣 
His surname yan means “strict” and “rigid”. His given name is 
made up of two characters that together describe birds compet- 


ing in song, which extends to represent the spirit of academic 


debate. 
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Fuyao | 扶 播 
A rapid, swirling gust of upward wind, it is a metaphor for a 
successful official career. It also refers to a legendary tree in Tao- 


ism. 


Shi- | Viti - 
This prefix indicates a relationship within a school or shared 


teacher, followed by a sufhx denoting status: 


Shifu | 师父 
A teacher with the dual connotation of master and custodi- 
an. He or she is deemed as the parental figure, and thus, his/her 


direct disciples would address one another as siblings. 


Shixiong, Shidi, Shimei | 师兄， 师弟， 师妹 

Shixiong is a fellow disciple who is male and senior to oneself, 
while shidi is junior to oneself. Shimez is a fellow disciple who is 
female and junior to oneself. Cheng Qian is the third disciple in 
terms of seniority (not age). He is Cheng-shidi to Yan Zheng- 
ming and Li Yun but Cheng-shixiong to Han Yuan and Han Tan 


(Shuikeng). 


Shizu, Shibo, Shishu | 师 祖 ， 师 伯 ， 师 叔 
These terms denote individuals one generation above oneself. 
Shizu is one’s teacher’s teacher, shibo is one’s teacher’s shixiong, 


and shishu is one’s teacher’s shidi or shimei. 
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Xiao- | /\y - 
A prefix used as a term of endearment for an individual with 
whom one is familiar, indicating youth, small stature, or a lower 


social position. Similar to the ttle in Little Red Riding Hood. 


Zhenren | 真人 

A term of respect for Taoists who have achieved a high level 
of cultivation, reflecting the Taoist belief in one’s true, original, 
and undamaged character. The term originated from Zhuangzi’s 
eponymous work written in the 4th century BCE. It can be used 


on its own or as a suffix. 


Niangniang | 娘娘 
An honorific used for the Empress, imperial consorts or 


concubines, and female deities. It can be used on its own or as a 


suffix. 


The Four Divine Beasts | 四 神兽 

Also known as the Four Auspicious Beasts or Protectors, 
these mythical creatures are associated with the cardinal direc- 
tions. They include the Azure Dragon (East), Vermillion Bird 
(South), White Tiger (West), and Black Tortoise (North). 


Yao | & 
A race primarily located in the Valley of the Yao, capable of 


reproduction. While some are unenlightened and animal-like, 
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others have cultivated enough to take on anthropomorphic or 
HuMAN forms. Most YAO cultivators face tribulations as they 


progress in their cultivation. 


MonsTER | 怪 


Non-sentient creatures like flood dragons and flying horses. 


Human | A 
Mortal men and women. Some may fortuitously embark on 
the path of immortal cultivation, transcending the human con- 


dition according to destiny. 


Meridians | 经 脉 


The energy reservoirs or pathways through the body. 


Bottleneck | 瓶颈 
There is a point in cultivation where progress plateaus or 
stagnates. To overcome this, cultivators may need new insights 


or elixirs, undergo suffering, or gain experience. 


Energy Perception | 气 感 
The ability to sense and manipulate life energy from nature is 
a crucial step in communing with Heaven and Earth. Gaining it 


marks the practitioner’s entry into immortal cultivation. 


Vital Essence | 真 元 


The cultivator’s foundational energy, or life force, is derived 
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from meditating, channelling the world’s spiritual energy into 


their body, and refining it. 


Nascent Soul | 元 神 

The product of a cultivator refining their souls to the point 
that they can exist independently from their body. Achieving 
this is rare, with fewer than one in ten thousand succeeding after 


years of training. 


Seclusion | 闭关 
A practice of cultivation done in seclusion, often to focus on 
breaking through a bottleneck or to avoid distractions during 


crucial training stages and suffering from potential backlash. 


Heavenly Tribulations | KH 
Trials cultivators face when advancing towards immortality. 
Manifesting as thunder and lightning bolts sent down by the 


Heavens, they refine the cultivator physically and spiritually. 


The First Form: 


Brilliant Future 


Chapter 1 
To Sever All Secular Ties 


r-lang, the second son of the Cheng family, was noticeably 
Ei... than the average ten-year-old. 

Under the midday sun, he lugged some firewood from the 
courtyard into the house, and it took the small boy two trips to 
bring in the entire bundle. Wiping the sweat off his face, he pro- 
ceeded to start a fire for the stove. 

The Chengs had a visitor, and Er-lang’s father was busy play- 
ing host, leaving all the household chores to his second son. Er- 
lang had to chop wood, stoke the kitchen fire, and make the 
whole meal by himself, spinning about on his short legs in a 
whirlwind of activity. 

The boy could reach the stove, but his pint-sized stature still 
proved a challenge when he handled the hefty cooking pot, so 
he fetched the little stool that usually stood in the corner. At the 
age of six, Er-lang had mastered the skill of cooking while stand- 
ing on this unstable stool. After nearly tumbling in and turning 


himself into a meat stew on several occasions, he learnt the pre- 
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carious art of balancing on its four uneven legs and had lived in 
harmony with it since. 

Er-lang was adding water to the pot when his brother re- 
turned home. Da-lang, the Cheng family’s eldest son, was a 
strapping young fellow of fifteen. He entered the house quietly, 
reeking of toil. After surveying his surroundings, he hoisted his 
younger brother off the stool before shoving him on the back. 

“Tl do it,” he muttered. “You go play.” 

Of course, Er-lang knew better than to run off and relax with- 
out a care in the world. He greeted his brother before crouching 
by the stove in silence to work the bellows for the fire. 

Da-lang glanced down at Er-lang. Not a word escaped his 
lips, yet his eyes brimmed with complex emotions. 

The Chengs’ unexpected visitor was a Taoist priest who went 
by the name Muchun. Despite shamelessly introducing himself 
as a zhenren, his unremarkable appearance contradicted the 
self-purported credential of an enlightened being. Da-lang cer- 
tainly could not discern the unfettered poise characteristic of an 
immortal and might instead peg him as a fortune-telling swin- 
dler based on his looks alone: his triangular eyes never seemed 
to open fully, his scraggly goatee was far from impressive, and 
beneath his flowing robes was a pair of scrawny legs that did not 
belong on someone with enough cultivation to be titled zhen- 
ren. 

This Muchun character had shown up at their doorstep last 
night asking for some water, just in time to catch the ten-year- 


old Er-lang returning home from the private school near the 
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entrance of the village. 

The school was run by an old man who had repeatedly failed 
the academy level of the nationwide imperial examinations. Un- 
deterred by his apparent lack of knowledge, this failed scholar 
continued to tutor the local children. His approach to tuition 
fees was rather unkind, rejecting offers of cured meats and pro- 
duce from the local farmers and demanding payment in genuine 
gold, silver, or copper coins. Worse yet, the amounts were never 
fixed. After frittering the money away, he would simply turn to 
his students for more. Needless to say, he was not qualified to 
impart knowledge and tutor children in the classics, but there 
were no viable alternatives in the vicinity for these rural families. 

The Cheng family certainly could not afford to send their 
sons to school, but for some strange reason, Er-lang felt drawn 
to these abstruse and pedantic lectures peppered with archaic 
literary jargon. Since he could not openly attend lessons, he re- 
sorted to frequent eavesdropping. 

Convinced that every speck of knowledge that accompanied 
his spittle was the fruit of his painstaking efforts, the ungener- 
ous old tutor often disrupted his lessons to patrol around his 
house, refusing to allow anyone to listen in for free. Whenever 
that happened, Er-lang had to hide like a monkey in the big pa- 
goda tree in front of the house, working up a sweat in order to 
learn how an individual's cultivation of self could bring about 
peace on earth, as per The Great Learning of Confucius. 

Thus, drenched in sweat after another free lesson, Er-lang 


fetched a bowl of water for the peculiar visitor as instructed by 


his father. However, instead of accepting the water, the Taoist 
extended a withered hand to gently tilt the boys chin up. One 
might have expected him to feel Er-lang’s bones for divination 
or some other arcane practice, but all he did was stare into the 
eyes of the boy who was doing his best imitation of a dour stu- 
dent. 

Regardless of what the zhenren had glimpsed in Er-lang, he 
nodded enigmatically after his scrutiny and announced to the 
Cheng family, “I see that this child was born with exceptional 
aptitude. Perhaps a great destiny awaits him.” 

Da-lang witnessed the zhenren’s proclamation. As an inn- 
keeper's apprentice, he regularly interacted with travellers from 
all over and considered himself reasonably knowledgeable. Nev- 
er before had he heard of anyone capable of gauging a person's 
aptitude with a mere glance. The teenager readied himself to de- 
ride this itinerant charlatan’s claims. However, before he could 
voice his objections, he realised that his father had gladly accept- 
ed this baseless observation as fact. A wave of horror swept over 
him as the reality of the situation dawned. 

The Chengs had always grappled with poverty. His mother 
had given birth to his youngest brother before the new year, 
complications from the labour leaving her bedridden. With this, 
their family lost a capable worker and gained an ailing invalid 
who required copious amounts of medicine, straining their 
already delicate finances. The year’s harvest was poor. Months 
had gone by without a drop of rain, the drought signalling an 


impending famine. If worse came to worst, the family might not 


9 


ce / 
> Chapter 1 


\ 
\ 
\ 


be able to feed the three sons. 

Da-lang knew that his parents had pinned their hopes on 
him. Having spent a year and a half learning his trade, he still 
had some years before he could start contributing to the family’s 
finances. Their youngest brother was merely an infant in swad- 
dling clothes, and his parents were naturally loath to part with 
him. 

That left only their middle child, the surplus Er-lang. If they 
could sell him, palming him off on this travelling Taoist priest 
who would guide him in immortal cultivation, it would at least 
chart him a path for the future. If Er-lang could achieve im- 
mortality through cultivation, it would be a great blessing for 
the Cheng family. And if he failed, so be it. Allowing Er-lang 
to leave with someone else would at least afford him the means 
to survive, be it as a wanderer or a con artist. As long as he had 
enough to eat and grew to adulthood, it would serve as a way 
out of this current predicament. 

Very swiftly, Muchun and the short-sighted Cheng patriarch 
struck a deal. The zhenren would pay two taels of silver to wel- 
come his third and final disciple into his cultivation sect, and 
the father would hand over the boy the very next afternoon. Er- 
lang would sever all secular ties with his natal family and set off 
on a journey with his new teacher and custodian—his shifu. 

Da-lang had never been close to this brother of his, since 
their age difference left them little to talk about. Nevertheless, 
Er-lang had always been a sensible, well-tempered child who 


never caused any trouble. The clothes he wore were Da-lang’s 
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hand-me-downs, and the food he ate was leftovers from his in- 
fant brother and ailing mother. The only time that he ever came 
first was in doing household chores, and he never complained. 

Da-lang never voiced his feelings, but deep down, he sincere- 
ly cherished this younger brother of his. Alas, he was powerless. 
The Chengs were too poor to feed all three sons, and Da-lang 
was ill-prepared to shoulder the household responsibilities as 
the eldest son just yet. His words carried no weight. Still, was he 
supposed to watch his own flesh and blood being sold off just 
because the times were tough? The more Da-lang considered the 
situation, the more distasteful it felt. He contemplated smack- 
ing a dent into that old fraudster’s skull with a hefty iron ladle 
but ultimately stopped himself. After all, if he had been so bold 
of a person, he would have chosen the far more lucrative life of 
banditry and revelled in the stolen riches rather than working as 
a mere apprentice and errand boy. 

Er-lang was not entirely in the dark about his parents’ inten- 
tions or his eldest brother's brooding thoughts. He was by no 
means precocious, unlike those prodigies who composed poetry 
at seven or were appointed grand chancellor at thirteen. He was 
simply an ordinary person, slightly more perceptive than most. 

His father toiled day and night, and Da-lang toiled night 
and day. His mother had only enough regard for her eldest and 
youngest sons. Thus, nobody in the Cheng house cared enough 
to scold or mistreat Er-lang, but it also meant nobody really 
cared enough about him, full stop. And Er-lang knew it, tact- 


fully going out of his way to avoid being noisy or annoying. The 
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only times he ever stepped out of line were when he climbed the 
tree to eavesdrop on that failed scholar’s incoherent lectures on 
Confucian values. 

He saw himself as an errand boy, a farmhand, a servant—al- 
ways conscientious and diligent. But he was not a son. 

He did not know what being a son felt like. He supposed a 
child ought to be talkative and lively, but he knew he didn’t have 
that right—because he was not a son. 

He grew accustomed to bottling up his words and opinions, 
and over time, without an outlet, these unspoken thoughts ric- 
ocheted inwards. Like a sandy shore battered by relentless rain, 
the little boy’s heart was left with countless holes in its wake. 
These wounds scabbed over as shrewd little eyes that influenced 
how he saw the world, revealing to him that his parents had sold 
him to the Taoist. However, he remained strangely composed 


upon learning this, as if he had anticipated it all along. 


Prior to Er-lang’s departure, his sickly mother left her bed for 
the first time in a long while, shakily calling him over. Her eyes 
reddened as she pressed a small bundle into Er-lang’s hands. In- 
side were a few changes of clothing altered from Da-lang’s hand- 
me-downs and a dozen pieces of leavened flatbread made by his 
father overnight. 

Faced with her ten-year-old son, she could not resist reaching 
into her sleeves, quivering as she fished out a string of copper 
coins. The sight of these treasured copper coins with their pitted 


and tarnished surfaces tugged at Er-lang’s apathetic heartstrings. 
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Like a cub alone and frozen in snow, he thought his twitching 
nose had caught the scent of his absent mother. Unfortunately, 
his father caught sight of the money. One loud cough from 
him was enough to compel the teary woman to tuck the money 
away. 

And just like that, the fleeting scent of his mother evaded 
capture like an image mirrored in a rippling pond, dispersing 
with the wind before Er-lang truly could savour its presence. 

“Er-lang, come here,’ his insipid mother tugged at his hand, 
leading him into the room. She barely managed two steps before 
gasping for breath and sank wearily back onto her bed. Gestur- 
ing at a small lamp suspended from the ceiling, she asked him in 
a feeble voice, “Er-lang, do you know what this is?” 

Er-lang looked upwards indifferently. “It’s the Immortals’ 
Lamp of Eternal Flame.” 

Once part of Er-lang’s great-grandmother’s dowry, this un- 
assuming lamp was a treasured family heirloom. Although this 
palm-sized lamp lacked a wick and lamp oil, the talismanic en- 
gravings covering the simple but quaint ebony base enabled it to 
glow perpetually, illuminating a tiny area. 

Nevertheless, Er-lang could not make sense of it. Try as he 
might, he could not find a purpose for this shoddy trinket other 
than attracting bugs in the summer. However, a “celestial arte- 
fact” required no practical utility. As long as it was ornamental 
enough to impress visiting neighbours and friends, these rural 
villagers would consider it a precious heirloom worthy of being 


passed down to future generations. 
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These so-called celestial artefacts bore talismanic charms 
inscribed by “immortals”, impossible for ordinary people to rep- 
licate. They existed in various forms with diverse uses, such as 
eternal flame lamps, fireproof paper, climate-adaptive beds, and 
the list goes on. 

Immortals were often referred to as cultivators or Taoists, and 
high-level cultivators might be addressed as zhenren. According 
to legends, they harnessed life energy from nature, communing 
with heaven and earth during their initiation. As their cultiva- 
tion deepened, they might achieve inedia, forgoing the need for 
food, gain preternatural abilities, attain eternal youth, and even 
ascend to immortality. 

Despite numerous myths and legends that vividly portrayed 
immortals, no one had ever laid eyes on one, and good celestial 
artefacts were almost impossible to come by. 

Leaning forward, Mrs Cheng cast an earnest gaze upon Er- 
lang. Her tone was gentle, almost ingratiating. “Er-lang, when 
you return after your training, you'll also make a lamp of eternal 
flame for Mother, won't you?” 

Er-lang did not reply, merely glancing up at her as callous 
words formed in his mind. 

You wish. 

Now that you've sent me away, I wont ever come back, immor- 
tal or not, alive or dead—even if I end up no better than a pig or a 
dog. 

Youll never see me again. 


Mrs Cheng flinched when she realised that her child was 
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unlike either of his parents. Instead, she could almost glimpse a 
shadow of her elder brother in him. That older sibling had been 
a stroke of luck for her natal family. Even when he was a child, 
his features displayed a painterly refinement that set him apart 
from other farm boys. Their parents had nearly bankrupted 
themselves to fund his education, and he certainly had not dis- 
appointed, passing the academy-level imperial examinations at 
the tender age of eleven and earning the title of scholar. 

People believed that these remarkable achievements marked 
him as the incarnation of the Star of Literary Excellence, de- 
scending to earth to be born into her family. Alas, this noble star 
seemed reluctant to linger in the mortal realm, succumbing to 
illness before he could undertake the next level of examinations. 

Mrs Cheng was very young when her brother passed away. 
Memories once obscured by time surfaced once more and re- 
minded her that in life, her elder brother’s temperament had 
been the same, inherently astute with unfathomable thoughts. 
He faced the world with a simple and indifferent gaze, unaffect- 
ed by great joy or anger, reining in himself to impassivity. This 
composure intimidated others, making it difficult to get close to 
him. 

She felt herself letting go of Er-lang’s hand. The boy, as if he 
had grasped the reason for the distancing, subtly took a step 
back. In this meek and silent manner, he brought this final adieu 
between mother and son to an abrupt end. 

And he left with the old Taoist. 

The self-styled zhenren looked sleazy, his hat precariously 
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perched atop a stringy, emaciated frame. As he led Er-lang by 
the hand, he resembled nothing more than the leader of a roving 
theatre troupe tugging along his freshest recruit—a young flun- 
ky abducted from somewhere. 

Er-lang’s child-like exterior belied the maturity of his heart 
and mind. He padded away for a few steps but could not resist 
glancing back over his shoulder. There stood his weeping moth- 
er, carrying a broken wicker basket with his youngest brother 
asleep inside. Tears obscured her features. Beside her, his father 
stood silently with a bowed head, resembling a desolate, dingy 
shadow. It was unclear whether he sighed with sorrow or guilt, 
but he was unwilling to raise his head to look at Er-lang. 

Er-lang believed that his actions were not driven by resent- 
ment. After all, why should he feel resentful? His parents had 
blessed him with the gift of life and the grace of nurture. Admit- 
tedly, they had abandoned that grace mid-way, but their merits 
probably compensated for their failings. 

He stared at his toes as he told himself that it was all right if 
Father and Mother didn’t value him. It was all right they had 
sold him to a Taoist priest with triangles for eyes. He was cut- 
ting ties with them. All he had to do was see himself as a stub- 
born rock born of heaven and earth. 

Er-lang looked away, averting his gaze untinted by nostalgia. 
The long, uncertain road unfolded before him like the endless 
darkness of the night. As he clutched his shifu’s withered hand, 
it was as if he held a lamp akin to the Chengs’ precious heir- 


loom. Despite the lofty “celestial” prefix tacked onto its name, 
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its halo of light could barely illuminate a small area below it. 


Charming as it might be, charm was all it had. 


There were two approaches to a voyage: travelling to gain ex- 
perience and fleeing like a fugitive. 

As Er-lang followed the man who had become his shifu 
through no merit of his own, not only did he have to brave the 
elements, eating and sleeping in the wilderness, but he also got 
an earful of the old fellow’s twisted reasoning and fallacious be- 
liefs. Describing his experience as “a fugitive on the run” would 
have been an understatement. Muchun might have proclaimed 
himself a cultivator of immortality, but Er-lang did not believe a 
word of it, allowing the former’s words to enter one ear and exit 
through the other. 

This world abounded with individuals with fantastical no- 
tions of reaching immortality, resembling nothing more than a 
shoal of carp swarming across a river. 

During the reign of the former emperor, sects of all sizes 
sprouted up on every street and alley like mushrooms after the 
rain. Families with many offspring flocked to them, leveraging 
connections to send their youth to these random sects in hopes 
of uncovering the secrets to immortality. However, the children 
only learnt petty circus tricks like smashing boulders against 
their chests. In this era, pill-refining alchemists outnumbered 
cooks, and the number of people reciting scriptures surpassed 
those who tilled the land. For many years, both martial arts and 


academic studies were neglected, allowing these idle, itinerant 
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charlatans to run amok like feral fowl without a farmer. 

At the height of this absurdity, there might have been as 
many as twenty cultivation sects clustered around a single coun- 
ty like trees around a clearing. One could have easily purchased 
books with nonsensical mental cultivation methods from street 
vendors or travelling peddlers and brazenly recruit disciples 
under the banner of immortal cultivation, fleecing them for 
their wealth. If all these people had found a way to ascend to the 
heavens, it remained to be seen if the gates could even accom- 
modate such a throng of nobodies. 

Even mountain bandits known for raiding and plunder 
followed suit in causing a ruckus, joining in these deceptive 
practices. They rebranded the Black Tiger Stronghold to “Clear 
Wind Temple” and the Ravenous Wolf Gang to “Pavilion of 
the Profound Mind’, performing sleight-of-hand tricks such as 
fishing coins from boiling oil and fire-breathing. Before con- 
ducting their heists, they would stage clamorous and chaotic 
performances to intimidate passersby into making generous “do- 
nations . 

An army veteran, the late emperor had been an unrefined 
sort with an explosive temper. Fearing that the empire would 
collapse if the common folk continued cultivating in this mias- 
ma of chaos, he issued an edict demanding the arrest of all these 
“immortals and deities” running rampant in the countryside. 
Whether they were true immortals or false gods, they would all 


be exiled into penal servitude. 


Before this earth-shattering edict could exit the palace gates, 
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the upper echelons of the Imperial Court caught wind of it. Ter- 
rified, they scrambled out of their warm beds and assembled in 
the Great Hall, lining up in order of seniority for the climactic 
finale. They stood ready to protest the decree by smashing their 
heads in turn against the palace pillars in hopes that their mon- 
arch might repent, lest he incur the wrath of the immortals and 
inflict ruin upon the empire. 

The emperor certainly could not allow his entire court of civil 
and military officials to become martyrs. Besides, his exquisite 
pillars carved with dragons would not have survived it, so the 
old monarch had no choice but to rescind his decree. The next 
day, he instructed the Imperial Astronomical Bureau to estab- 
lish an Office of Celestial Precepts under the direct oversight 
of the Grand Astrologer. After jumping through some hoops, 
they managed to invite a handful of accomplished cultivators to 
serve on the committee and mandated that all cultivation sects 
must undergo verification by this office. Only those issued an 
iron plaque will be considered certified and allowed to recruit 
disciples. 

Enforcing such restrictions across this vast and magnificent 
empire, spanning nine administrative provinces with limited 
north-south connectivity, proved nearly impossible. The Impe- 
rial Court already struggled with addressing issues like robbery 
and trafficking, let alone overseeing the recruitment practices 
of immortality sects. The genuine cultivation sects ignored 
this profane emperor’s directives and did as they pleased, and 


although certain guilty charlatans did show restraint, the im- 
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pact was marginal. After all, plaques of any kind could be easily 
forged. 

Nevertheless, the late emperor's painstaking efforts did bear 
some fruit. The Imperial Court's repeated inspections and purg- 
es significantly dampened the public’s enthusiasm for immortal 
cultivation. Eventually, the populace realised they had never 
witnessed a cultivator finding success, so they reverted to their 
customary rural activities. Farmers tilled their fields, shepherds 
tended to their flocks, and these lofty daydreams were soon for- 
gotten. 

By the time the current emperor took the reins, the immor- 
tality craze was on its last legs, barely clinging to life once the fe- 
ver had passed. Recognising the drawbacks of excessive policing 
and acknowledging that not everyone could be law-abiding, the 
emperor and his officials ignored immortal cultivation fraud- 
sters, only intervening in the case of a formal complaint. 

Er-lang had once heard the old tutor in the village narrate 
this sequence of events, and in his view, the stick-like figure 
holding his hand was precisely that—a stick. At best, he might 
be considered a stick that fed him, but there was nothing partic- 
ularly worthy of Er-lang’s respect. 

The twig-like Muchun stroked his quivering little moustache, 
prattling on, “My sects name is Fuyao. Do you know what that 
is?” 

The old tutor had a strong aversion to anything involving 
deities, ghosts, Buddhism, and Taoism and categorically refused 


to discuss them. Er-lang, influenced by his first “teacher”, also 
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shared his disdain for such topics. Alas, since this charlatan was 
in charge of the food, he had to at least feign interest. 

Muchun raised a finger, and a swirling gale arose as if sum- 
moned by a supernatural force, whisking blades of dry grass 
into an upward spiral. Then a lightning bolt struck the yellowed 
grass, tracing a sharp, luminous line that nearly dazzled the boy’s 
eyes. 

Er-lang was astounded by the display of supernatural power, 
and Muchun was equally surprised. Swiftly realising that he had 
cowed the meek-looking but cold-hearted brat, he discreetly 
withdrew his hand. Sliding his bony hands into his sleeves, he 
leisurely began his intellectual showmanship, 

“The great Zhuangzi once wrote, 

‘For the peng’ flies southward over the foam, 

a hundred miles the Seas swell like a dome. 

At ev ry midsummer the mighty bird 

alights on the fierce fuyao and doth ride, 

its estival current a thousand miles, 

soaring into the azure and beyond.’ 

“Transcending the bounds of shape and form, the peng 
emerges from the abyss of the sunless northern sea. Casting 
off its aquatic guise, it unfurls its wings and ascends with the 


fuyao—a great whirlwind—soaring into the azure to fulfil its 


1. A majestic avian creature in Chinese mythology, believed to have trans- 
formed from an enormous fish called kum that lived in the sunless northern 


sea, also known as the Beiming Sea. 
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destiny. 

“This is the origin of the name Fuyao. Do you understand 
now?” 

Er-lang struggled to wrap his head around this, grappling 
with his awe of unknown forces and his contempt for super- 
stitious beliefs. Eventually, he came to regard his shifu with a 
curious blend of reverence and disdain, begrudgingly granting 
Muchun a level of respect on par with his family’s lousy lamp. 
The boy managed a baffled nod. 

“Do you have a proper name?” Muchun asked. 

Er-lang lowered his gaze submissively and shook his head. 

“I see that your aptitude is exceptional, and you have the po- 
tential to soar into the azure and dive into the abyss. You're not 
meant to be confined in a mere pond like a fish. You are a flood 
dragon that will surpass its origins to evolve into a true drag- 
on.” Muchun wiggled his fingers, busy with calculations. After 
a moment, as if he had divined the vicissitudes of Er-lang’s life, 
he pronounced, “This teacher will bestow upon you the single 
character of ‘qian’ for your given name, that you may fulfil your 
true potential. What say you?” 

Although it was a load of gibberish, Er-lang appreciated its 
pleasant nature, promptly nodding in agreement. “Thank you, 
Shifu.’ 

Muchun’s ears perked up at the word “shifu”, but fate inter- 
vened, swiftly puncturing the bubble inflated by his boasts. A 
thunderous crash shattered the still air, unleashing a gale that 


buffeted their faces and reduced the campfire before the pair 
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to a handful of embers. A raging tempest followed closely in its 
wake, the forces of nature combining to create a menacing scene 
approaching from the west. 

Abandoning his faux mystical act, Muchun exclaimed, “Oh 
no, it's a rainstorm!” 

He sprang to his feet, clutching their baggage with one hand 
and lifting Er-lang—Cheng Qian with the other. He fled into 
the darkness with mincing steps on spindly, twig-like legs like a 
long-legged pheasant. 

The deluge was too sudden, and even a long-legged pheasant 
could not escape the fate of a bedraggled chicken. Muchun, 
cradling Cheng Qian in his arms, improvised by removing his 
already sodden outer robes to shield the little boy from the rain. 
Taking to his heels in a mad dash, the drenched chicken yelled, 
“Oh my, this is bad. It’s really coming down. Oh my, where can 
we find shelter?” 

Over the course of his life, Cheng Qian would travel atop a 
variety of creatures on land and in the air. However, this ride 
must have been the bumpiest—and the most garrulous of them 
all. He could not hear anything above the storm and the rack- 
et his shifu was making, nor could he see much past the robe 
draped over him, but he did catch a whiff of a woody fragrance 
from it. He was pressed against the old man’s bony frame while a 
hand shielded his head. Despite the discomfort, he felt unques- 
tionably protected in Muchun’s embrace. 

Cheng Qian quietly observed the rain through the flapping 


robe. This marked the first time in his short life that he received 
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the care that a child deserved. After savouring this new experi- 
ence, he privately acknowledged this old Taoist as his shifu— 
and discreetly granted him a special “pardon”. Despite the old 
man’s endless drivel and heretical notions, as long as Muchun 
did not sell him like his father had, Cheng Qian would forgive 
it all. 

Mounted on this gaunt steed, Cheng Qian eventually arrived 
at a dilapidated Taoist temple. The former emperor's extensive 
purges wiped out numerous illicit “fowl farms’, leaving behind 
abandoned temples that served as havens for the homeless. 
Cheng Qian peeked his small face out from beneath Muchun’s 
robes, locking eyes with the once-revered immortal sage en- 
shrined within. The sight of the gaudy clay statue startled him— 
two hair buns perched atop a flat face, its neckless and grotesque 
visage blushed with two circles of red paint, and its blood-red 
maw split in a jagged smile. 

Muchun hastily shielded Cheng Qians eyes with a claw-like 
hand while ranting, “A peach-red jacket with an emerald-green 
robe?! The gall to be garbed as lewdly as an opera performer and 
then be worshipped! Immortal cultivators must uphold asceti- 
cism, maintain purity of heart, rid themselves of desires, and al- 
ways be prudent with their words and deeds. Outrageous! Have 
you no decency?!” 

The boy was both perplexed by the big words and mildly as- 
tonished that Taoist Muchun, this old swindler, understood the 
concept of “decency”. 


The subtle aroma of cooked meat wafted from the back of 
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the run-down Taoist temple, causing his “ascetic” shifu’s throat 
to hitch, interrupting his tirade. With a peculiar expression, 
Muchun guided Cheng Qian behind that lewdly attired statue, 
where they discovered a young boy, clad in tattered clothes, who 
looked one or two years older than Cheng Qian. The scruffy 
boy had somehow managed to dig a hole and was now roasting 
a chicken wrapped in clay, whose delightful smell filled the air as 
he cracked open the earthen shell—a well-done beggar’s chick- 
en, if there ever was one. 

Muchun swallowed again at the sight of the dish before 
gently setting Cheng Qian down. Then he gave his disciple a 
firsthand demonstration of how cultivators should always be 
prudent with their words and deeds. Wiping away the water 
that stained his face, he donned the serene smile of an immortal 
sage that radiated elegance. Drifting ever so gracefully, he ap- 
proached the young beggar. Before Cheng Qian’s eyes, he spun a 
lengthy and intricate tale, waxing eloquently about an immortal 
sect across the sea, bedecked in gold and silver, where everyone 
lived in utopian abundance, which left the beggar mesmerised. 

Muchun cajoled the bobble-headed beggar, “I see that your 
aptitude is exceptional, and you have the potential to soar into 
the azure and dive into the abyss—perhaps even change the 
world in profound ways. Child, what is your name?” 

Cheng Qian found these words strikingly familiar. 

Despite the beggar displaying some of the cunning expected 
of a seasoned vagabond, he was still young and impressionable. 


He was so beguiled by Muchun’s words that clear snot dribbled 
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from his nose. He replied dumbly, “Xiao-Hu—Little Tiger— 
but I don’t know my surname.’ 

“In that case, as my disciple, you may take my surname Han.” 
Muchun smoothed his goatee as he casually confirmed their 
teacher-disciple status. “This teacher will bestow upon you the 
single character of ‘yuan’ for your given name, that you may soar 
beyond the abyss. What say you?” 

Cheng Qian fell silent, noting that yuan by itself meant 
“abyss” but han yuan was a homonym for “suffering injustice”. 
He could not help but marvel at Muchun’s talent for selecting 
such an “auspicious” and “festive” name. Perhaps the zhenren 
was suffering from hunger-induced delirium, babbling in his 
desperation to get a taste of the charred bird. 

The order of entry determined seniority in the sect, so despite 
being slightly older, Han Yuan, who was the fourth disciple 
to join, became Cheng Qian’s junior amongst the disciples— 
his shidi. Cheng Qian thought Muchun had closed the doors 
to recruitment, but no more than a few days had passed before 
Muchun let in a new one into the Fuyao Sect through the back 
door. Cheng Qian found himself suddenly promoted to senior 
disciple—shixiong. 

As for the beggar’s chicken wafting its delectable aroma 
everywhere, unsurprisingly, the lion’s share found its way into 
Muchun’s stomach, all in the name of respect. However, even 
the roast chicken did little to stem the zhenren’s incessant chat- 
ter. One must wonder how he had developed such a penchant 


for preaching. He asked between bites, “Where did you get the 


22 


chicken?” 

Han Yuan had a unique way of eating. Instead of holding 
the chicken in his hands and chewing on it, he would stuff the 
entire thing in his mouth, cheeks bulging as he loudly crunched 
the gristle. With a crude plop, he spat out a clean bone and con- 
fessed to Muchun, “I stole it from the village up ahead.” 

The great Confucius said, “Speak not amidst repast and re- 
pose.” 

The beggars chicken smelled so good that Cheng Qian con- 
sidered tearing off a leg like Muchun had, but upon witnessing 
the duos questionable table manners and recalling those free 
lessons while perched on a tree, Cheng Qian withdrew his hand. 
Without a second thought, he began quietly gnawing on his 
rock-hard flatbread. After all, given how Han Yuan presented 
himself, how could he have managed a presentable chicken? 

Considering this, the young Cheng Qian appeared much 
more committed to Taoist values and principles than his stick 
of a shifu whose appetite was unaffected by this information. 
Between bites, he found the space to formulate words, his head 
swaying as he expounded, “The great Confucius once said, “To 
punish without first educating is abuse. Xzao-Yuan, heed my 
words. I won’t delve into your past actions, but now that you've 
joined our sect, you must refrain from petty mischief such as 
pilfering chickens!” 

Han Yuan grunted in agreement, unable to refute the lengthy 
and carefully crafted discourse that he had not understood. 


Petty mischief may be off-limits, but swindling is clearly ac- 
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ceptable, Cheng Qian thought caustically. However, when he 
recalled the private commitment of tolerance extended to Mu- 
chun during the downpour, he could only sigh inwardly. Never 
mind. 

The newest Fuyao disciple, Han Yuan, had beady eyes that 
glittered with a mixture of indolence and greasy insincerity 
that sat atop a small nose and a slight underbite. This displeased 
Cheng Qian, not just because of his unsightly appearance but 
also due to his status as Cheng Qian’s junior in the sect— Cheng 
Qian struggled to foster any positive feelings in a brotherly ca- 
pacity, irrespective of seniority. 

In the Cheng family, the eldest son received new clothes, and 
the youngest son received treats like sugared milk paste. Cheng 
Qian, as the middle child, was only the recipient of chores, not 
gifts. Generosity and tolerance did not come naturally to him, 
and he could not help feeling bitter. He constantly questioned 
the validity of his feelings due to having internalised the village 
tutor’s oft-mentioned proverb on filial piety, which stated that 
a son ought to be filial to his father and respectful towards his 
elder brother. 

He was too young to know how to regulate his emotions, 
and since he could not eliminate his resentment, he coped by 
pretending it did not exist. He decided to continue in this man- 
ner within the sect, quietly keeping his dislike to himself while 
maintaining his slightly awkward yet amiable facade. Since Mu- 
chun had gone back on his word, letting in a disciple through 


the back door after Cheng Qian, he had to adopt the semblance 
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of a responsible shixiong. 

As the senior disciple, Cheng Qian shouldered all the menial 
tasks on the road, always prioritising his shifu and shidi and 
allowing them to partake of food and drink first. Upholding 
such high standards posed a challenge for him, requiring that 
he engage in continuous self-reflection to maintain the dignity 
associated with the classic virtues of a Confucian gentleman. 

There was a reason why Cheng Qian demanded so much of 
himself. His father had spent his life in abject poverty, display- 
ing a boorish temperament and treating Cheng Qian poorly. 
Influenced by the old tutor’s rhetoric, Cheng Qian could have 
never openly expressed hatred for this mistreatment, merely 
pitying his father in secret. Through his late-night reflections, 
Cheng Qian knew that he would rather die than become some- 
one like his father. He was to safeguard this gentlemanly exteri- 
or at any cost, for it was an armour that he had constructed for 
himself amid the confusion and the predicament life had dealt 
him. 

However, Cheng Qian quickly realised that Han Yuan was 
undeserving of his care. Apart from his repulsive appearance, his 
character also proved extremely annoying. The little brat was so 
talkative that he supplanted Muchun as the everyday source of 
clamour, making the zhenren seem muted by comparison. The 
beggar casually fabricated stories, claiming to have vanquished a 
giant weasel measuring ten feet in length and pulled off poultry 
theft. While embellishing these tall tales, he would gesticulate 
wildly, saliva spraying everywhere. 
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Cheng Qian grew weary of his endless boasting and attempt- 
ed to question its logic. “Come on, how could a weasel be ten 
feet long?” 

Han Yuan puffed up his chest, explaining, “Obviously, it’s 
because it’s a transcended weasel Yao! Shifu, weasels can tran- 
scend, can’t they?” 

Muchun seemed distressed hearing the tale of the weasel 
YAO, and his features took on a pained aspect as if he were 
enduring a toothache or stomach upset. After what felt like an 
eternity, he offered an airy, absent-minded response. “All beings 
possess spiritual essence and the potential for transcendence.” 

Viewing Muchun’s response as a victory of sorts, Han Yuan 
smugly tilted his chin at Cheng Qian and jeered, “See, Shixiong, 
that’s just your ignorance talking. If people can ascend to im- 
mortality, so can animals transcend to YAO.” 

Cheng Qian did not respond, merely sneering in private. If 
the weasel had been ten feet in length, its four legs would have 
been stretched to the extreme, and it would have had to slither 
on its belly to move that absurdly elongated body. Would a Yao 
cultivator have cultivated so diligently just to acquire a firm, fur- 
less belly as tough as steel? 

The YAO cultivator’s intentions may have eluded Cheng 
Qian, but he could certainly grasp Han Yuan’s motives. Like a 
leech from a putrid gutter that would cling on and struggle with 
unbridled ferocity at the scent of blood, Han Yuan was vying 
with Cheng Qian for their shifu’s favour. He eagerly seized any 


opportunity to showcase his unparalleled bravery before Mu- 
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chun while belittling his frail and easily bullied shixiong. Cheng 
Qian watched Han Yuans troublemaking antics and found them 
laughable. Hence, he took a page from the old tutor’s book of 
classics and soundlessly passed an acerbic final judgement over 
his shidi. 

A gentleman upheld his integrity even in adversity, whereas a 
petty villain would abandon all restraint. It was clear which one 
the little knave was! 

The day after hearing Han Yuan's account of his valiant battle 
against the weasel YAO, Cheng Qian witnessed his beastly shidz's 
peerless valour. 

It was noon. While Muchun napped against a tree, Cheng 
Qian leafed through an old book of classics taken from the bas- 
ket that the zhenren carried on his back. It was filled with archa- 
ic prose beyond Cheng Qian’s limited literacy and knowledge, 
leaving him a passing stranger to its contents. Despite this, he 
delighted in the activity, not finding it dull, because it marked 
the first time in his life that he had openly touched a book—he 
couldn't give a hoot about the contents. 

Out of the two disciples that Muchun had picked up, one was 
as still as a tree, and the other was as restless as a monkey. On 
this occasion, the monkey had run off somewhere while the tree 
was enjoying the peace. However, this short-lived tranquillity 
was shattered when the monkey came running back, sniffling 
and wailing all the way. 

“Shifu...” Han Yuan whimpered like a spoiled child. 


Muchun responded with a gentle snore. Han Yuan continued 
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bawling, stealing glances at Cheng Qian in between howls. 

Cheng Qian had a nagging suspicion that Muchun had al- 
ready awoken and was merely feigning sleep to observe how the 
two boys would get along. Seeing as the older boy was wailing 
like a dimwit, Cheng Qian felt that it would not reflect well on 
him as the senior disciple if he merely stood by and watched. 
Hence, he set down the book and asked in an amiable tone, 
“What's the matter?” 

“IT wanted to catch some fish for you both from the river up 
ahead, but a big dog by the riverbank chased me away.” 

Cheng Qian hesitated. He feared fierce dogs, too. However, 
given Han Yuan's suggestive glances between howls, the orphan’s 
intentions could not have been clearer. Cheng Qian certainly 
had no grounds to cower in fear when his junior claimed to 
have been harassed by a dog during his attempt to demonstrate 
respect for his seniors. He picked up a hefty rock and weighed it 
briefly before getting up to accompany Han Yuan to the bank. 
He reassured, “Don’t be afraid. P'll go with you to have a look.” 

At the same time, Cheng Qian could not fathom why the al- 
legedly vicious dog had not just mauled the bothersome boy. He 
maintained his usual expression, calm with zero aggression, but 
Han Yuan found himself recoiling. For some reason, he suspect- 
ed that the rock in Cheng Qian’s hand was meant for his head. 

Cheng Qian readied himself. If they encountered a vicious 
cur, he would smash the rock against the other boy’s skull, split- 
ting it open like a ripe melon before leaving him at the mercy of 


their canine friend. 
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By the time the duo arrived at the riverside, the dog had left, 
leaving behind several tiny paw prints on the ground. Cheng 
Qian bent down to inspect the two rows of prints and deduced 
that the “vicious cur” was no larger than one foot in length. It 
was probably some ungainly, feral pup. What good was Han 
Yuan when his only skill was to eat through their food supplies? 
This shameless bootlicker’s guts were so miniscule that they 
would slip through the eye of a needle. His words were nothing 
but hot air, which he used to fight for favour. With these un- 
charitable thoughts swirling through Cheng Qian’s mind, he hid 
the rock behind his back and cast a mild look at his good-for- 
nothing shidi. Cheng Qian had no intention of stooping to his 
level. 

The pair hurried back with their catch only to discover their 
shifu awake and watching them with a gratified expression. Be- 
fore Cheng Qian could open his mouth, Han Yuan had already 
fawningly approached Muchun, enthusiastically weaving a tall 
tale about his triumph over a giant vicious cur before wading 
into the stream to catch fish—all because his senior had ex- 
pressed a craving for fish. Cheng Qian was so shocked by the 
skilful deception that he just about broke out in laughter. 

After more than ten days on the road with an old fraud and 
a young windbag, Cheng Qian finally arrived at the sect, which 


greatly surpassed his expectations. 
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Chapter 2 
The Fuyao Sect 


fter Cheng Qian experienced firsthand the world’s diverse 
Aven events while accompanying his eccentric shifu and 
shidi on this first journey far from home, he developed an un- 
flappable calm that would serve him well even in the face of an 
avalanche. 

He had not held out much hope for the Fuyao Sect—not 
with a name that sounded like some small-time opera troupe. 
Cheng Qian had imagined it as an unregulated “fowl farm” of 
a Taoist temple in the desolate, windswept wilderness and that 
he might have to kowtow and offer incense to the not-lewdly 
dressed, ever-smiling sect founder when he entered the sect. He 
had certainly not anticipated the place to be so impressive. 

The Fuyao Sect occupied a mountain stronghold surrounded 
by water on three sides. From the foot of the mountain, tu- 
multuous green waves could be seen framing the peak, bearing 
witness to the winds sweeping through. The symphony of in- 


sect chirps and birdsong was punctuated by the cries of cranes, 
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whose white figures might flit past, instantly infusing the pic- 
ture with an ethereal aura. The mountain ascent featured gen- 
tle, well-maintained stone steps and a stream flowing from the 
mountaintop, its chilly waters burbling peacefully. 

Halfway up the mountain, Cheng Qian glimpsed the 
shadowy outlines of courtyard dwellings high above. An old, 
moss-covered stone gate loomed before him, with the name 
Fuyao inscribed in a style so dynamic he could feel the eagerness 
of the flourishes to leap off the stone and take flight. Although 
he did not know enough about calligraphy to distinguish good 
from bad, he could tell that the strokes bore the arrogance of 
something capable of “soaring into the azure and diving into the 
abyss’, as Muchun often repeated. 

Mount Fuyao was not the otherworldly, mist-shrouded place 
that he had envisioned, although it did exude a stunningly del- 
icate, natural beauty. Peering at a patch of sky through the lush 
green canopy, he was like a frog that only ever glimpsed the 
world from the depths of a well, convinced of the immense vast- 
ness of the reality he perceived. For some reason, he felt so liber- 
ated that he yearned to run laps around the mountain, shouting 
and laughing. But he restrained himself. The old Er-lang had 
never dared to make a ruckus at home, fearing that his father 
would give him a sound beating, and Cheng Qian was doubly 
determined not to jeopardise the gentleman's persona that he 
had painstakingly pieced together from eavesdropping on that 
old tutor, especially not in front of that villain, Han Yuan. 


Muchun stroked the heads of his two newly acquired “pup- 
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pies” and instructed kindly, “In a short while, you will come 
with me to light incense, bathe and change your clothes. I shall 
take you to pay respects to your—” 

Cheng Qian’s brain casually filled in the words: ever-gracious 
sect founder? 

“—eldest shixiong.” 

Cheng Qian and Han Yuan were equally perplexed as to 
why someone with the esteemed status of a shifu needed to pay 
respects to his own disciple. And then, as if fearing their world- 
view was not chaotic enough, Muchun added, “Don’t overthink 
it. Hes quite easy-going, so there's no need to be afraid of him. 
It’s enough that you follow my lead.” 

Wait, what do you mean by “follow my lead”? 

The zhenren successfully transformed the initial fog of confu- 
sion enveloping his two young disciples into a dense, bewilder- 
ing paste. 

Paying respects to the most senior disciple turned out to be a 
serious affair. It required preparation by burning incense sticks, 
taking a bath, and applying two catties of perfumed powder be- 
fore visiting. 

When Muchun entered with his two new disciples, a group 
of attendants swiftly came to greet them. Ranging in age from 
thirteen to eighteen, they looked like celestial attendants who 
served deities in the heavens. Even in the absence of a breeze, 
their Taoist uniform flowed gracefully with every movement. 
Their ethereal appearance left Han Yuan dumbfounded, and 
even the usually prideful Cheng Qian felt subtly self-conscious 
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about his ungainly image, and without realising it, he tried to 
counter this feeling by controlling his expression and straighten- 
ing his back, concealing all traces of curiosity and inexperience. 

The lead attendant had noticed Muchun from afar and 
cracked a smile, inquiring casually, “Where have you returned 
from this time? And why do you look like you've just escaped 
a famine—hey, what's this? Where did you abduct these young 
gentlemen from?” 

Cheng Qian scrutinised this friendly greeting, which lacked 
reverence and sounded more like the attendant was greeting 
a next-door neighbour instead of the sect leader, but Muchun 
thought nothing of it, even smiling naively and gesturing to- 
wards both boys. “These boys are my new disciples. Do you 
mind arranging a place for them to live?” 

“Where should they stay?” the attendant asked, still smiling. 

“Take this one to the southern courtyard,’ Muchun pointed 
towards Han Yuan before looking down to meet Cheng Qian’s 
gaze in a seemingly unplanned gesture. The young boy’s dark pu- 
pils contrasted sharply with the whites of his eyes, displaying a 
deep-seated sense of restraint and almost imperceptible anxiety 
at the unfamiliar surroundings. Muchun reeled back the playful 
smile on his lips before announcing, “Have Cheng Qian stay in 
the border pavilion.” 

This border pavilion was not a pavilion as its name suggested. 
Instead, it was a small, secluded courtyard that evoked a sense of 
solitude. A gentle stream flowed alongside one of the courtyard 


walls, and on the other side stretched an expansive bamboo 
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forest, exuding an ambience of tranquillity. This bamboo grove 
was so ancient that even the passing breeze seemed tinged an 
emerald green, giving the impression that the courtyard existed 
within a sea of bamboo, so verdant that it cleansed one’s heart 
and soul. At the courtyard entrance hung two eternal flame 
lamps adorned with talismans, their craftsmanship surpassing 
that of the Cheng family’s treasured heirloom. Emitting a serene 
radiance undisturbed by the breeze or passersby, they flanked 
a horizontal door plaque bearing the inscription “Sanctuary of 
Peace”. The words appeared to have been written by the same 
hand as the inscription of “Fuyao” on the main gate. 

Xueqing, the attendant guiding Cheng Qian, was about the 
same age as Cheng Qians older brother. With his unassuming 
features, he was the least eye-catching of the attendants, and he 
was known to be reserved. It was a mystery why he had stepped 
out of the crowd to take Cheng Qian’s hand. 

“This is the border pavilion. The sect leader named it the 
Sanctuary of Peace, and it once served as a chanting hall,” 
Xueqing explained politely to the new disciple. “Do you know 
what a chanting hall is, Cheng-shishu?” 

Cheng Qian, unwilling to admit ignorance to an attendant, 
simply nodded and feigned disinterest. He followed Xueqing 
into the courtyard with a small pond in its centre. Beneath it sat 
a black elmwood platform engraved with talismans that prob- 
ably had fixative properties, since the water neither flowed nor 
trickled. However, upon closer inspection, Cheng Qian realised 


that it was not a pond at all but a strange, giant gemstone, nei- 
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ther nephrite nor jadeite, that felt cool to the touch. A thread 
of blue floated within its glossy dark green, drawing the eye to 
its enigmatic, frosty depths. Despite his reluctance to appear as 
the country bumpkin, Cheng Qian had never seen such a stone 
before and could not help gaping in astonishment. 

Xueqing continued, “We're not sure what it is, but we call it 
the Heart Purification Stone. I remember the sect leader bring- 
ing it here. He used to transcribe scriptures on it during fasting 
periods because it cools the courtyard significantly during the 
hot summer months.” 

Cheng Qian could not resist pointing to the talismans on the 
elmwood base and inquiring, “Xueqing-ge, whats the purpose 
of those talismans?” 

Xueging had not expected Cheng Qian to address him as an 
elder brother and took a moment to respond. 

“Please, Shishu, I don’t deserve such courtesy. Anyway, these 
aren't talismans.” 

Cheng Qian glanced at him. Interestingly, Xueqing discerned 
a trace of restrained scepticism in this young boy’s expressive 
gaze. In comparison to the other new disciple, this one was 
more refined in his demeanour. Xueqing could tell that the boy, 
despite his humble background and lack of formal education, 
was determined to mould himself in the image of a gentleman 
of noble character. However, his attempts came across as re- 
hearsed, evident in the inhibited mannerisms that betrayed his 
uncertainty in social interactions. Simply put, the boy’s display 


of gentlemanly demeanour felt contrived, lacking a clear direc- 
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tion and a role model to emulate. Although pretentious individ- 
uals tended to be annoying, even in the case of a child, Xueqing 
found himself surprisingly sympathetic towards Cheng Qian. 

“I am just an untalented servant who handles errands for the 
sect leader and the respectable disciples,’ he added with great 
patience. “The realm of talismans is so vast and profound that 
it’s simply beyond the grasp of normal people like us. I can only 
repeat fragments of knowledge gleaned from the sect leader. If 
my word is worth anything, might I suggest that you inquire 
with the sect leader or my mas—I mean, the eldest disciple?” 

Cheng Qians keen ears caught the interrupted utterance “my 
mas—”, and he recalled the affectionate yet irreverent attitude 
of the attendants towards Muchun, which only added to the 
confusion in his heart about the sects inner workings. 

Xueqing quickly familiarised Cheng Qian with the interior of 
the residence before assisting him in washing away the dust and 
fatigue of travel. He helped Cheng Qian change into a proper 
set of clothes, ensuring that he was refreshed, before leading him 
out again. 

Cheng Qian was extremely cautious not to expose his igno- 
rance while subtly fishing for information from Xueqing about 
this enigmatic shixiong of his. He learnt that Muchun’s eldest 
disciple was Yan Zhengming, a scion of a noble and wealthy 
family. How noble and wealthy a family, one might ask? The 
notion baflled Cheng Qian, too. As a child born to an impov- 
erished family, he struggled to comprehend such prosperity. 


His experiences with the “noble and wealthy” were limited to 
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individuals back home like the landlord, Wang, who had taken 
a third concubine at the advanced age of sixty—which already 
seemed immensely prosperous to Cheng Qian. How rich did 
someone have to be for their wealth to rival the state treasury? 
He did not have the slightest clue. 

Yan Zhengming was seven years old when he ran away from 
home over some trifle. He was scooped up by the treacherous 
and cunning—ahem—the circumspect and far-sighted Mu- 
chun, whose keen insight recognised Yan Zhengming’s talent. 
The old fraud unleashed his silver tongue, hooking the young 
and impressionable boy into his sect as the inaugural disciple of 
his generation. 

The Yans were understandably distressed by the disappear- 
ance of their son, sparing no effort until they finally located the 
boy. It was not clear what manner of enticement Muchun had 
plied him with or whether the boy was simply being defiant, but 
he appeared to be in the grip of an obsession, adamant on culti- 
vating alongside his shifu instead of returning home. Born in the 
lap of luxury, the scion was accustomed to a life of privilege. The 
Yans could not bear to watch their pampered son suffer with 
this itinerant swindler and his “rural opera troupe’, so after sev- 
eral rounds of failed negotiations, they compromised by offering 
financial support to the sect, as if they were sponsoring an opera 
troupe for their son’s amusement. 

During this era, a variety of cultivation sects existed, but 
only a handful had a reputation for being genuine, regardless of 


whether their alignment was orthodox or heretical. Most of the 
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sects scattered across the land were unlicensed “fowl farms’, and 
it was probably unjust to lump the Fuyao Sect together with 
these unauthorised sects since this particular “chicken farm” was 
backed by one of the wealthiest families and maintained a mod- 
icum of prestige—it would probably be more accurate to label it 
as a “poultry sect”. 

Cheng Qian finally realised that Muchun’s most senior 
disciple wore several important hats in the sect: the inaugural 
disciple, main provider, and wealthy backer—which naturally 
placed Yan Zhengming in a position of utmost importance. 
Even Muchun, the sect leader, had to pander to him. As for the 
scion who wielded supreme authority within the sect, Cheng 
Qian could tell from his appearance that he was a wastrel of epic 
proportions. Although Yan Zhengming was only fifteen and 
had not yet mustered up the courage to engage in debauchery, 
he certainly possessed the other vices—arrogance, extravagance 
and indolence—in spades. 

When Muchun led his pair of freshly groomed disciples to 
meet Master Yan, the latter was having his hair combed. Inter- 
rupting someone during their morning grooming routine was 
generally considered a breach of etiquette, but this instance was 
not a result of their sect leader’s senility in forgetting this im- 
portant fact. In fact, Yan Zhengming had a habit of having his 
hair combed frequently throughout the day. Fortunately, he was 
still young enough that he was not going bald from the excessive 
grooming. 


To be eligible to comb the scion’s hair, one had to be female 
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within a specified age range. She must be beautiful, flawless in 
appearance and scent, with soft, fair hands free of any unsightly 
calluses. Her sole responsibilities were combing his hair and 
lighting incense. 

The attendants, including Xueqing, had been carefully select- 
ed amongst the Yan family’s domestic slaves and dispatched to 
serve in the sect. However, the scion, disdainful of the bruteness 
of males, excluded them from serving him in his residence. One 
could thus only see young, good-looking maidens around, their 
presence contributing to the racy atmosphere within the court- 
yard. 

Before entering the building, Cheng Qian discreetly ob- 
served his shifu’s goatee and concluded that the hairs had been 
meticulously combed. 

Xueging had previously mentioned that Muchun had ar- 
ranged for Cheng Qian to stay at the Sanctuary of Peace so that 
he might find inner peace. Reluctant to acknowledge any inner 
unrest, Cheng Qian found this rather disagreeable, but upon 
reaching Yan Zhengming’s residence, the Haven of Gentle Bliss, 
his troubled heart finally found solace. The four-word inscrip- 
tion above the entrance was clearly another example of Muchun 
being a senile old fool, and Cheng Qian did not actually need to 
calm his mind. 

Beside him, Han Yuan started playing the fool and paraded 
his ignorance as if it were something amusing. “Shifu, what’s 
that written on the door?” 


Muchun stroked his whiskers while reading it aloud. Han 


39 


\ 


/ 


dh? Chapter 2 


Yuan responded with a vacant stare of incomprehension before 
wondering aloud, “Is it to encourage Yan-shixiong to be gen- 
tler?” 

“Don’t you ever let him hear that!” Muchun hissed. 

Watching their sect leader cower like a dog with its tail 
tucked between its legs, Cheng Qian and Han Yuan shared a 
rare instance of tacit agreement. Just what kind of sect was this? 
Outrageous! During this moment of shared realisation, their 
eyes met, registering the shock mirrored on the other's face. De- 
spite their respective thorny personalities, their humble back- 
grounds helped them recognise the value of discretion, so they 
swiftly imitated their shzfu’s submissive posture. 

The first time Cheng Qian laid eyes on Yan Zhengming, he 
was mesmerised by the latter's exquisite beauty, reminiscent of a 
celestial being. The young man’s features had yet to mature, yet 
his captivating allure was already at its peak. Clad in a snowy- 
white satin robe adorned with subtle motifs where the interplay 
of light and shadow revealed glimmers of dazzling hues, he 
lounged gracefully on an intricately carved floral chair, his eyes 
half-lidded, one hand gently cradling his chin, and his hair cas- 
cading gloriously like an ink-wash painting. 

Disturbed by the visitors, Yan Zhengming lazily lifted his 
gaze. The corners of his eyes curved like the stroke of a paint- 
brush extending up and out, inexplicably exuding a haughty 
feminine aura. He made no effort to rise upon seeing his teach- 
er. With deliberate languor, he inquired, “What have you re- 


turned with this time? Two more playthings that you picked up 
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on your journey?” 

He had not matured as quickly as his peers, and the lingering 
youthful timbre of his voice, coupled with his pampered tone, 
made it more challenging than it was for Hua Mulan’s soldiers 
to discern whether their comrade was he or she. He was so un- 
apologetically effeminate that nothing actually felt out of place. 

Muchun, the sect leader, offered a placating smile, rubbing 
his hands lightly together before explaining, “Oh, these are your 
newest fellow disciples. This is Cheng Qian, the senior, and this 
is Han Yuan, the junior. They're both young and inexperienced, 
so I'd greatly appreciate it if you could help this teacher by guid- 
ing them a little in future.” 

Yan Zhengming’s elegant brows arched at the sound of Han 
Yuan's name, and a muscle in his cheek twitched. He lowered 
his gaze slightly as if humbling himself by acknowledging their 
presence and cast a glance at his freshly minted fourth shidi be- 
fore swiftly averting his eyes as if they had been tainted. 

“Han Yuan?” Yan Zhengming unhurriedly passed his judge- 
ment. “He certainly lives up to his name. Those looks are quite 
the injustice.” 

Han Yuan paled with anger. 

Yan Zhengming dismissed his presence, turning towards 
Cheng Qian. “Child, come here and let me have a look at you.” 

His manner was contemptuous as he beckoned Cheng Qian 
over like he was calling a dog, effectively snapping the younger 
boy out of his awestruck daze. 


Haunted by the constant feeling of not being cared about, 
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Cheng Qian carried a sense of inferiority stemming from his 
childhood. This complex had lodged deep within his bones, 
manifesting as an intense and almost paranoid form of self-es- 
teem. Even a mere look could trigger his sensitivities, let alone 
being summoned like a pet. As he approached, Cheng Qian’s 
features stiffened like someone drenched in icy water, his ex- 
pression glacial as he sidestepped Yan Zhengming’s outstretched 
hand and greeted him with a formal salute. 

Yan Zhengming leaned in to get a closer look at Cheng Qian, 
inadvertently sending a rich fragrance of orchids to envelop 
the younger boy, who felt an itch in his nose and emitted a 
loud sneeze. Just how many times had those damn clothes been 
smoked with incense? 

Indifferent to other people’s emotions, the scion assessed 
Cheng Qian from head to toe as if appraising a horse before giv- 
ing a casual nod, presumably deeming Cheng Qian’s appearance 
acceptable. Ignoring his reaction, Yan Zhengming conveyed a 
sincere yet terribly blunt message to this junior whom he had 
just met. 

“You'll do. Just don’t grow up ugly.” 

The scion waved his hand over Cheng Qian’s head in a sim- 
ulated pat, half-heartedly attempting to display the amiable 
nature expected of the eldest disciple. He issued a perfunctory 
command, “I’ve met the one ‘suffering injustices’ and his buddy 
who's clearly ‘bearing grievances. You can lead the pair away 
now, Shifu.” Then he looked at a maidservant. “Oh, Yuer give 


him—them—each a handful of pine nut sweets.” 
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Muchun’s aged visage spasmed slightly. For some reason, the 
two individuals that he had brought to meet his unfilial senior 
disciple were being viewed not as disciples at all but as maidser- 
vants that he had procured from afar to serve in the scion’s bed- 
chamber. And to make matters worse, they were maidservants 
whose appearances were found wanting! 

The pine nut sweets were anything but ordinary. Each plump 
piece was coated in a glittering, crystalline layer of sugar, and 
the delightful sachet imbued the sweets with an indescribably 
refreshing and comforting floral scent. Although children from 
humble backgrounds would rarely get a taste of such exquisite 
sugared treats, Cheng Qian unhesitatingly handed the sachet to 
Han Yuan the moment they exited the premises, stating non- 
chalantly, “I should give this to you, Shidi.” 

Han Yuan was floored by this act of “generosity”. He received 
the sachet with mixed emotions and a rare tinge of embarrass- 
ment. As a street urchin who had grown up in a world where 
survival meant fighting over scraps like feral dogs and everyone 
just trying to eke out a living, he simply could not wrap his head 
around the notion of caring for another person. Han Yuan’s 
chest warmed, and a colossal misunderstanding emerged with 
the stirring of emotion. He believed that his newly acknowl- 
edged shixiong, Cheng Qian, was neither weak nor easily bullied 
but a genuinely generous person who treated him kindly. 

Muchun was not as easily fooled. Having seen Cheng Qian 
disdainfully wipe his hands off as if the sweets had dirtied them, 


d « 


he knew that boy’s “humble” act of letting his shidi have the 
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sweets was not out of any commendable qualities. Rather, it 
stemmed from Cheng Qian’s disinterest in showing any respect 
to his troublemaking eldest shixiong. 

Then again, the biggest temptation these young ones would 
encounter at their age inevitably involved food or drink. Yet, 
Cheng Qian could resist such inducements and not be the least 
appreciative—refusing to even grace it with a glance. 

With a surge of emotion, Muchun thought, “This little bas- 


tard. Hes too hard-hearted. He'll either amount to great deeds 


in the future or become a great calamity.” 
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he “little bastard” Cheng Qian officially entered the Fuyao 
Te 

His first night in the Sanctuary of Peace was restful, with no 
difficulties from the unfamiliar bed or homesickness. He slum- 
bered until almost four in the morning in a deep and dreamless 
sleep. 

After rising, Cheng Qian donned a long robe and arranged 
his hair into a bun with Xueqing’s assistance. If nothing else, at 
least he would look presentable. Although children were not re- 
quired to bind their hair and wear it up, Xueqing had told him 
that he would no longer be regarded as a child of the secular 
world now that he had entered the sect. 

The key difference between fowl farms and this poultry 
sect was the abundance of resources. While fowl farms simply 
messed around, the Fuyao Sect, a poultry sect of obscure origins, 
appeared to possess genuine capital and resources. Foremost 


amongst these were the talismans. These priceless, legendary ar- 
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tefacts crafted by immortals were everywhere, even carved into 
trees and stones. Xueqing pointed out one inscribed on the root 
of a large tree. “Cheng-shishu, all of the trees and stones have 
spiritual awareness. Should you ever lose your way on the moun- 
tain, just ask them for directions.” 

Xueqing stepped forward and demonstrated by telling the 
tree, “We'd like to go to the Hall of Ignorance, please.” He 
turned back to Cheng Qian. “That’s the sect leader’s residence. 
You've just entered the sect and must go there to be initiated in 
the precepts today.” 

Cheng Qian was too distracted to reply, watching in amaze- 
ment as the tree roots emitted a faint fluorescence. The sun 
had not fully risen. Radiant orbs that shimmered like pale 
moonlight bathed the mountain in their celestial glow. Affixed 
to rocks and trees, they formed a simple path that meandered 
through the woods. Cheng Qian might have encountered celes- 
tial artefacts, but this was the first useful one! 

Xueqing was adept at reading people and had picked up on 
Cheng Qian’s prickly and pretentious demeanour. Instead of 
calling attention to the boy’s surprise, Xueqing waited until he 
had glanced over on his own before offering calm guidance. 
“Shishu, please come this way. Follow the lights.” 

As they followed the radiant orbs, Cheng Qian finally felt he 
was becoming a new person, on the cusp of a new phase of life. 

“Xueqing-ge, who made all this?” 

Since he had not managed to correct Cheng Qian’s manner 


of address, Xueqing went along with it. “It was the sect leader.” 
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Cheng Qian felt surprised and somewhat sceptical. Until 
not so long ago, Cheng Qian considered his shifu nothing more 
than a rather endearing, long-legged pheasant that was neither 
pleasing to the eye nor useful. The boy wondered whether the 
zhenren might not be a fraud after all. Did he possess hidden 
abilities? Was he some legendary figure who wielded mastery 
over the forces of nature? 

Cheng Qian let himself indulge in these fantasies, but he still 
struggled to foster a genuine sense of awe for Muchun. 

Xueqing led Cheng Qian along the glowing path until they 
arrived at Muchun’s residence. The Hall of Ignorance was just 
a small, thatched cottage devoid of any celestial artefacts or 
inscribed plaques. Hanging at the entrance was a palm-sized 
wooden sign with a crudely engraved head of an animal that 
Cheng Qian found familiar but could not quite put his finger 
on. Beside it was a line of tiny words: “Feigned ignorance in the 
face of inquiry.” 

The cottage gave Cheng Qian a fleeting impression of having 
returned to his home in the village. The simple dwelling was 
austere, nearly bare of furnishings. In the forlorn courtyard be- 
fore the house stood a small, three-legged wooden table whose 
fourth broken leg was propped up on a rock. Muchun sat rigidly 
at the table marred by a web of cracks, focusing on an earthen 
tray resting atop it. The crudely made earthenware was not quite 
round or square and had an uneven base. Several tarnished, 
old copper coins were scattered across it, and together with the 


tray’s crude design, they inexplicably exuded an air of ancient 


47 


/ 
这 As 
We 


\ 
了 


Chapter 3 


gloom. Cheng Qian found himself stopping in his tracks. For an 
instant, he sensed a profound gravity emanating from his shifu 
as he stared at the coins. 

Standing beside him, Xueqing was inured to unusual sights. 
He offered a smile. “So, what divine revelations have you 
glimpsed from the divination?” 

The sect leader solemnly stowed away the copper coins, 
sliding his hands back into his sleeves before giving a leisurely 
response. “The laws of heaven have decreed the inclusion of 
braised chicken with mushrooms in today’s meal.” 

As he spoke, his moustache jerked upwards, his beady eyes 
darted from side to side, and his nose twitched ever so slightly, 
betraying his genuine yearning. Cheng Qian found his demea- 
nour oddly familiar. The clues suddenly clicked together in his 
mind—the head on the wooden sign at the entrance belonged 
to a weasel! 

Ignorant of the sages and incapable of comprehending Bud- 
dhist scriptures or Taoist classics, the rural villagers prayed and 
displayed reverence to deities and Buddhas in inappropriate 
ways. For example, even unrecognised personalities, such as the 
so-called grand green immortals and grand yellow immortals, 
had somehow become household deities. The former referred to 
snake YAO, and the latter referred to weasel Yao. When Cheng 
Qian was very young, he had seen tablets in the village featuring 
a similar illustration dedicated to the grand yellow immortals, 
but for the life of him, he could not understand why a weasel 


plaque would be hung at the entrance of this cottage. 
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Glancing at Muchun once more, Cheng Qian could not help 
noting: a long torso paired with stubby legs, a bony frame, a 
small head and a chicken-like face—his shifu actually bore a re- 
semblance to a weasel YAO in HUMAN form! 

Cheng Qian stepped forwards with these unspoken suspi- 
cions. Brimming with complex emotions, the boy respectfully 
bowed to his suspected weasel shifu, who chuckled and mo- 
tioned for him to rise. 

“No need for such adherence to etiquette—it’s so pedantic. 
Here in the Fuyao Sect, we ve got no interest in such things.” 

What are you interested in, then? Braised chicken with mush- 
rooms? Cheng Qian wondered sourly. 

Then Han Yuan arrived, yelling from afar, “Shifu! Shixiong!” 
The boy made a commotion as he entered, embodying the sect’s 
lack of interest in etiquette. “Oh my, Shifu, your place is so shab- 
by!” 

Han Yuan made himself at home in the Hall of Ignorance, 
strolling once around the courtyard before pausing in front of 
Cheng Qian. Having been completely bought over by the pine 
nut sweets, the short-sighted boy was thoroughly convinced of 
Cheng Qians kindness towards him and dropped his earlier in- 
sincere manner of address. He approached Cheng Qian, tugging 
affectionately on his sleeve, addressing him by a new nickname, 
“Xiao-Qian, why didn’t you come play with me yesterday?” 

Cheng Qian felt annoyed at the sight of him but maintained 
his composure while immediately taking a step back. He pulled 


his sleeve loose and greeted the other boy in measured tones, 
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“Hello, Han-shidi.” 

Xueqing had dressed Cheng Qian in a manner befitting an 
adult, his hair tied back to display his smooth forehead and slen- 
der facial features. His refined and attractive appearance resem- 
bled an exquisite piece of art carved from jade. If someone were 
made of jade and exuded such elegance, minor reclusive ten- 
dencies could easily be forgiven. Han Yuan, an orphaned beggar 
without a proper upbringing, tended to form extreme opinions 
about others based on initial impressions—either wholly dis- 
agreeable or entirely pleasing. Since Cheng Qian fell into the 
latter category, Han Yuan did not take offence at the other boy’s 
aloof response. Instead, he contentedly pondered the disparity 
between sheltered children nurtured at home and seasoned vag- 
abonds like himself. Han Yuan concluded that Cheng Qian was 
just reserved and resolved to be more mindful of his shy shixiong 
in future. 

Muchun’s small but penetrating eyes took this all in with dis- 
passionate clarity. He interrupted Han Yuan's one-sided, wishful 
thinking and self-demeaning actions with a summons. “Xiao- 
Yuan, come here.” 

Han Yuan responded to the nickname, waddling over to the 
unsteady table. “Yes, Shifu?” 

Muchun scrutinised him before delivering a stern message. 
“You may have joined the sect later, but you're slightly older 
than Cheng Qian. This teacher will impart a few words of in- 
struction to you first.” 


Despite his resemblance to a weasel, Muchun was still their 
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teacher. Han Yuan stood up straighter at the sight of his shifu’s 
rarely seen serious and dignified expression. 

“Your natural disposition is spirited and unconstrained, and 
your weakness lies in frivolousness. There, I will bestow upon 
you the precept ‘monolith’ so that you may hold steadfast to this 
creed, for Heaven’s laws scorn opportunism, hubris, and inatten- 
tiveness. You must practise restraint and dedication every single 
day without fail. Do you understand?” 

Han Yuan wiped his snot away. Confused by this precept, he 
merely responded with a puzzled hum. Luckily for him, Mu- 
chun ignored his lapse in manners and turned towards his other 
disciple. 

Cheng Qian discovered that his shifu did not actually have 
triangular eyes. They were slightly hooded and often half-closed, 
giving the impression of a shifty gaze and wretched appearance. 
With his eyes now fully open, the contrast between the darks 
and whites became more pronounced, revealing a remarkable 
clarity. His gaze grew serious, and the expression he directed at 
Cheng Qian was almost severe. 

“Cheng Qian.” 

When Muchun called Han Yuan, he had used an affectionate 
nickname, Xiao-Yuan, but when it was Cheng Qian’s turn, Mu- 
chun summoned him by his full name. Cheng Qian could not 
tell whether this was because the zhenren particularly favoured 
or disliked him, but there was a solemn and meticulous quality 
to Muchun’s utterance. 


Cheng Qian felt somewhat confused as he looked up, the 
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hands hidden in his sleeves clenching into fists. 

“Come.” Muchun eyed Cheng Qian. Perhaps realising that 
he had come across as too serious, Muchun eased his gaze, re- 
suming the guise of a kindly-looking weasel. His voice softened. 
“C’mere.” 

Muchun rested his hand on Cheng Qian’s head, his palm 
emanating a gentle warmth along with a woody scent from his 
sleeves that took Cheng Qian a moment to perceive. 

However, this gesture failed to reassure the flustered boy, who 
recalled Muchun’s comments about Han Yuan—frivolity, spir- 
ited, unconstrained, and so forth—which weighed on his mind, 
making him anxious about what his teacher might say about 
him. Cheng Qian hurriedly reflected on his hurried life from 
beginning to the present, intending to identify and lay bare all 
his shortcomings so as to mentally prepare himself before Mu- 
chun said them. 

Cheng Qian analysed the matter carefully. Would he be criti- 
cised for being too narrow-minded? Not kind enough? Lacking 
in brotherly affection? 

Muchun neither pointed out Cheng Qians shortcomings nor 
bestowed a precept as he did with Han Yuan. The zhenren even 
appeared slightly hesitant, struggling to phrase his words appro- 
priately. After anxious anticipation, Cheng Qian finally heard 
the man enunciate, “As for you, you are well aware, so I won't 
speak more than necessary. I will give you the words ‘At ease’ for 
your precept.” 


The precept was too simple and vague, making it difficult to 
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understand. Cheng Qian could not help furrowing his brow at 
the realisation that all his mental preparations had been in vain. 
The anxiety within him only heightened. He blurted out, “Shifu, 
what does ‘At ease’ mean?” 

He regretted his words almost immediately, reluctant to ap- 
pear as brainless as Han Yuan. He tried to gather his thoughts, 
appearing uncertain. He attempted to come up with an expla- 
nation, albeit a far-fetched one. “Did you mean for me to find 
inner peace, calm my mind, and cultivate diligently?” 

Instead of clarifying, Muchun merely nodded and gave an 
enigmatic response. “For now... you can take it to mean that.” 

For now, all right. Then, what about the future? What did he 
mean by “take it to mean that”? Cheng Qian found the response 
even more baffling and acutely sensed hints of an uncertain 
future. Given Muchun’s reluctance to explain further, he was 
forced to draw on the sensibility and tact that he had developed 
from having to mature prematurely. Pushing his doubts aside, he 
performed a proper bow. “Thank you, Shifu, for your guidance.” 

Muchun heaved a quiet sigh. Despite his not-so-prime ap- 
pearance of someone in the prime of his life, he was old enough 
to have transcended two times over. He recognised that Cheng 
Qian followed a comprehensive code of etiquette, tactfully 
knowing when to advance and when to back off. The boy even 
addressed his personal attendant by the sufhix “ge” reserved for 
an elder brother, not out of respect but due to his unwillingness 
to compromise the gentlemanly elegance associated with the in- 


tricate protocols of etiquette in the presence of those he deemed 
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to be outsiders. 

The great Laozi once wrote, “he who relies on etiquette will 
be the first to fall into chaos once loyalty fails”. Despite the 
child’s exceptional insight and talent, his disposition was incon- 
sistent with the Taoist way. Cheng Qian’s heart was too bur- 
dened, and he was not exactly endearing, but given his pride, he 
probably placed little value on being likeable. 

Muchun took back his hand while worrying that Cheng 
Qian might go astray in the future. He flipped the broken table 
upside down and signalled for the two boys to come closer. To 
their surprise, the underside of the table was extensively dam- 
aged by termites. The holes were interspersed like stars in the 
sky—quite a busy scene. Even the spaces between insect marks 
were densely inscribed with tiny characters. 

Muchun addressed the pair. “As part of your initiation to the 
sect, the first lesson that I will impart to you is the sect regula- 
tions. You must faithfully commit them to memory and tran- 
scribe them once per day for the next forty-nine days.” 

Cheng Qian finally displayed an appropriate level of aston- 
ishment when faced with rows upon rows of sect rules. He had 
not expected such important information to be written on the 
underside of a tattered table, especially not one with a missing 
leg! 

Beside him, Han Yuan was equally surprised. The former 
beggar craned his neck, paling with shock as he exclaimed, “Oh 
my! What’s all this? Shifu, the words may know me, but I surely 


don’t know them!” 
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Cheng Qian was speechless. How had he ended up with a 
possibly transformed weasel for a teacher, an incomprehensible 
precept, a list of sect rules etched on the underside of a crum- 
bling table, not to mention “His Ladyship Yan” and an illiterate 
orphan as fellow disciples? Given that the start of his cultivation 
journey was already so “extraordinary”, should he expect any 
positive outcome for himself ? 

Cheng Qian felt that his future was bleak. However, by the 
time he returned to the Sanctuary of Peace in the evening, 
his mood brightened considerably due to the discovery of his 
personal study. Not only was the space piled to the rafters with 
an extensive collection of books—a dream come true—but 
Xueqing had thoughtfully equipped it with brush, ink stone, 
ink, and paper. 

Cheng Qian had never written on paper before. The com- 
bined literacy of his birth parents would not have extended to 
writing the numbers one to ten, so their home had nothing of 
the sort. Over the years, he had relied on his perfect memory 
to learn a good number of words while spying on the old tutor. 
Everything was stored in his head, and upon returning home, he 
would use a branch to draw the words on the ground in front. 
To handle actual writing materials was a long-time dream of his. 

Before he knew it, Cheng Qian had become addicted to writ- 
ing, causing him to disregard his shifw’s instructions. Muchun 
only required them to copy the sect rules once daily. However, 
by the time Xueqing came to call him to eat, Cheng Qian had 


transcribed the sect rules five times with little intention of stop- 
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ping. 

Writing with a weasel hair brush was a far cry from scratch- 
ing on the ground with a stick, and Cheng Qian’s first attempt 
at applying brush to paper was a visual assault. However, it was 
clear that he deliberately mimicked the calligraphy style of the 
sect regulations on the wooden table. By the fifth attempt, he 
no longer had to meticulously refer to each of the essay’s several 
thousand words. Cheng Qian had not only methodically etched 
the rules in his memory but also memorised how to write each 
stroke. 

Xueqing observed that after completing each set, Cheng 
Qian would carefully correct any imperfections from the pre- 
vious one. His focus on imitation was unwavering, and his gaze 
remained steadfast. He was completely oblivious to the presence 
of the other living person in the study, Xueqing. He hungered 
for knowledge as if starved. As such, Xueqing was reluctant to 
disturb him. He discreetly set the meal box down nearby and 
withdrew. 

Cheng Qian kept working until midnight. He had easily fall- 
en asleep the night before, but now excitement kept him awake. 
Once he closed his eyes, he felt the soreness in his wrist, and the 
sect regulations looped endlessly in his mind. He was sure that 
the sect regulations had been written by the same hand that 
wrote the inscription on the door plaque, and he admired the 
handwriting so much that he could not sleep thinking of it. The 
plaque would be fine, but that damaged wooden table with the 


sect regulations did not look like it could last much longer—the 
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words on the table must not be too old. 

The restless boy pondered about the owner of the handwrit- 
ing—might it have been his shifu? 

These tangled thoughts accompanied him as he unwittingly 
drifted into slumber. In his disorientation, he felt compelled to 
roam Mount Fuyao. After wandering around for a bit, he found 
himself at the Hall of Ignorance, which he had visited earlier 
that day. A puzzled Cheng Qian wondered why he was at Mu- 
chun’s residence. 

His legs had a mind of their own as they took him into the 
courtyard, where he met a person who was tall, slender, and like- 
ly male. His facial features were hazy as if obscured by dark fog. 
The knuckles on his hands were well-defined, and his skin was 
so pale that the green of his veins showed—the very image of a 
forlorn, wandering ghost. Cheng Qian found himself recoiling. 
Nevertheless, his concern for Muchun’s well-being prompted 
him to pluck up his courage to confront the stranger. 

“Who are you? Why are you in my shifu’s courtyard?” 

The tall man raised his hand, and a powerful force lifted 
Cheng Qian off the ground, dragging him before that man in an 
instant. Looking down from his commanding height, the man 
reached out to touch Cheng Qians face, causing the boy to shiv- 
er. The hand was frigid, chilling him to the core with a touch. 

The stranger seized Cheng Qian by the shoulder, chuckling as 
he remarked, “Little one, you're certainly gutsy. Return now!” 

Cheng Qian felt a firm shove before waking up in his bed 


with a start. It was not yet daybreak. 
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Unable to sleep again after such a dream, Cheng Qian fresh- 
ened himself up and tended to the flowers in the courtyard to 
pass the time. When Xueqing came later to take him to the Hall 
of Doctrine, he flushed with embarrassment upon realising that 


he had risen later than his charge. 


The Hall of Doctrine was a small pavilion with several tables 
and chairs arranged inside, surrounded by an open space. Cheng 
Qian and Xueqing arrived early, finding the venue already 
cleaned by attendants who were now preparing to brew tea. 
Cheng Qian quietly took a seat, and a young attendant immedi- 
ately served him hot tea with well-practised efficiency. 

Despite the indifferent expression on his face, Cheng Qian 
was perched tentatively on the stone bench. Old habits were 
difficult to break. He was accustomed to enduring hardships 
but struggled with good fortune—to sit down and sip tea while 
others worked filled him with distress and unease. 

By the time the cup of tea had cooled, Cheng Qian heard 
footsteps. He looked up to see a young man he did not recog- 
nise walk over from one of the side trails. The young man wore 
a navy blue robe and carried a wooden sword the width of one’s 
palm. He moved swiftly with a determined gaze while his miser- 
able attendant struggled to keep pace. 

Xueqing whispered to Cheng Qian, “That's the sect leader’s 
second disciple.” 

Li Yun. Cheng Qian recalled having seen his name inscribed 


on a wooden plaque behind the twig door of the Hall of Igno- 
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rance and hastily rose to greet him, “Li-shixiong.” 

Li Yun had not expected to find anyone already in the pa- 
vilion and halted at the sound of Cheng Qian’s voice. His gaze 
shifted to the child. His unusually large irises were not very ami- 
cable and gave off a chilly air. He glanced at Cheng Qian before 
forcing a smile, which appeared malicious no matter how one 
looked at it. “I heard that Shifu came back with two young dis- 
ciples. That’s you, then?” 

Cheng Qian felt an instinctive aversion to Li Yuns gloomy 
and eerie gaze. This fellow did not seem to be anything good, 
so Cheng Qian responded simply, “Yes, and Han Yuan, Shifu’s 
fourth disciple.” 

Curious, Li Yun approached him. “So, what's your name?” 

His interest felt like that of a wolf eyeing a rabbit. Cheng 
Qian barely resisted the urge to recoil, standing ramrod straight 
and replying impassively, “Cheng Qian.” 

“Oh, Xiao-Qian.” Li Yun nodded as though they were close 
acquaintances, but his smile did not reach his eyes. “Hello.” 

His eerily white smile filled Cheng Qian’s sight. By now, 
Cheng Qian was convinced that apart from Muchun, no other 
person in the entire sect could elicit the slightest liking from 
him. 

Muchun might not have even been a person, though. 

After another while, Han Yuan and Muchun arrived. Han 
Yuan made himself right at home, scooting his butt down in 
front of Cheng Qian while grumbling by himself about the lat- 


ter not coming to play. He also seized the opportunity to punc- 
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tuate his monologue with bites from every kind of sweet and 
pastry on the table. He would also occasionally grin fawningly 
at Muchun, then turn to make faces at Cheng Qian, unfazed by 
this flurry of activity. He was a comprehensive manual of how 
ugly people overcompensate by causing mischief. 

As for the eldest disciple, Yan Zhengming, he was still yawn- 
ing when he arrived a quarter of an hour late. Averse to travel- 
ling by foot, he required two attendants to carry him over in a 
bamboo litter from the Haven of Gentle Bliss. 

A beautiful young girl took delicate, mincing steps as she fol- 
lowed in his wake, fanning him while another attendant shaded 
him with an umbrella. His white clothes fluttering behind him 
like drifting clouds, the scion led his two minions to the hall, ap- 
parently not here for morning lessons but to create a spectacle. 

Upon entering the Hall of Doctrine, Yan Zhengming shot an 
imperious, sidelong glance at Li Yun, disgust writ large upon his 
face. His gaze then shifted to Han Yuan and the array of “dam- 
aged goods” before him. The look culminated in a swish as the 
scion opened his folding fan, shielding his eyes as if to protect 
them from being tainted by the sight. He reluctantly made his 
way to Cheng Qian. His well-trained attendant took the lead, 
meticulously wiping the stone bench four times before laying 
a cushion over it. After brewing tea, he set it down on a talis- 
man-engraved tray, immediately cooling the steaming liquid. 
Only when a layer of condensation had formed around the cup 
did the lethargic scion finally take a sip. 


It was only after the above steps were executed flawlessly that 
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Yan Zhengming’s precious backside was finally seated. 

Li Yun was inured to such sights, while Han Yuan gawked 
with an expression that practically screamed, “What is this 
thing?!” As an onlooker watching the event play out at close 
range, despite his usual sharp tongue, Cheng Qian found him- 
self at a loss. 

The chaotic morning lessons at the Fuyao Sect commenced 
with Muchun’s four disciples mutually viewing each other as 
eyesores. Perhaps their esteemed shifu had divined this situation 
using his pitted, lousy tray and tarnished copper coins, but he 
came prepared in any case. With downcast eyes, the zhenren 
strode onto the platform, disregarding the fierce undercurrents 
surging amongst the four foolish boys. He expounded monoto- 
nously, “For today’s morning class, the assembled disciples will 
recite The Classic of Clarity and Stillness with me.’ 

The Classic of Clarity and Stillness—distinctly different from 
the Wondrous Scripture of Constant Clarity and Stillness as spo- 
ken by the Most High Lord Lao—was a rambling and repetitive 
work. Perhaps it was Muchun who had penned it since the con- 
tents were particularly incomprehensible. Perhaps to convey a 
feeling of clarity and stillness while reciting, Muchun dragged 
out every word into two before inevitably running out of breath, 
causing the end of each sentence to quiver with unexpected 
twists and turns. Doing so gave him the appearance of a loony, 
elderly opera singer with tightly pursed lips. 

Cheng Qian listened for a while but only heard a constant 


buzzing, making him anxious that his shifu might suffocate with 
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his speech. 

At the end of the first recitation, Muchun ran out of breath. 
While he slowly sipped some tea to moisten his throat, Cheng 
Qian hastily patted down all the goosebumps that had risen, 
eager to hear the cultivator’s insightful discourse and comments. 
However, despair set in when he heard that scalp-numbing tone 
drone, “Now, I shall recite it again.” 

Cheng Qian was still in shock when he was rudely tapped on 
the shoulder. Yan Zhengming, whose splendid exterior belied 
his rotten insides, initiated conversation. “Hey, kid. Scoot over 
and make some room.” 

Since the sects provider had requested space, Cheng Qian 
could only comply. Yan Zhengming signalled with his eyes, and 
an attendant waddled over with a woven bamboo recliner. The 
scion lay against it. He shut his eyes and took a nap in front of 
Muchun amidst the resounding chants of “clarity” and “stillness”. 

Cheng Qian watched him for a while and discovered that the 
abnormal shixiong did possess some merit—he did not snore. 

The others were likely accustomed to these antics. The el- 
dest disciple unabashedly dozed off while the second, Li Yun, 
effortlessly connected with the newest addition, Han Yuan. Of 
course, he had not given up on engaging Cheng Qian either, as 
he was winking and indiscriminately making eyes at him. 

Of the four disciples in attendance, only Cheng Qian was 
kind to Muchun. The boy was purposeful in treating others 
kindly or harshly, and he followed this rule with unwavering 


dedication and consistency. Amidst this chaotic environment, 
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Cheng Qian remained rooted in his seat, reciting the first day’s 
morning lessons from start to finish so that Muchun did not 
end up a solo act. 

As Cheng Qian was ignoring him, Li Yun devised a plan. He 
furtively dug out a small porcelain bottle from his sleeve and 
waved it under Han Yuan’s nose, whispering, “You know what 
this is?” 

Han Yuan opened it. The sudden stench that wafted out 
nearly knocked him out. Even Cheng Qian, who was behind 
him, was affected by the stink. 

Li Yun crowed proudly, “This is the Golden Toad Divine Wa- 
ter that I made.” 

In between reciting with Muchun, Cheng Qian found him- 
self distracted and sneered in disgust. Had the Golden Toad 
washed its feet in this water? 

Han Yuan pinched his nose as he returned the “divine 
feet-washing water”. Enduring the foul stench, he questioned, 
“What's it for?” 

Li Yun grinned as he wadded up a piece of rice paper from 
the table and poured several drops of “divine water” on it. The 
liquid seeped into the rice paper, instantly turning it into an 
honest-to-goodness toad. 

In a world teeming with diverse birds and beasts, this fellow 
chooses to play with toads. What sort of strange inclinations does 
he have? Cheng Qian vaguely understood why Yan Zhengming 
looked at Li Yun like he was viewing a pile of dung. 


Li Yun looked up and met Cheng Qians gaze. He smirked as 
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he prodded the toad on the table with a brush, gesturing at the 
younger boy. “Go to him.” 

The toad croaked at his command and hopped towards 
Cheng Qian. A withered hand caught it mid-hop, and it revert- 
ed to a wad of paper. 

“Disgraceful.” Having suddenly appeared before them, Mu- 
chun breathed out as if he were reciting scriptures. “Xiao-Yun, 
you must have mastered today’s lesson.” 

Li Yun stuck his tongue out. 

Muchun responded with, “In this case, you can lead your ju- 
niors in reciting the scriptures.” 

Li Yun had no choice but to adopt a pinched, singsong voice, 
akin to a eunuch making a proclamation in the Imperial Court. 
He spent almost two hours reciting one section of The Classic of 
Clarity and Stillness over ten times. Finally, Muchun relented, 
mercifully putting an end to this drawn-out torture. 

Shuddering, Han Yuan whispered to Cheng Qian, “I’m gon- 
na pee in my pants if he recites anymore.” 

Cheng Qian sat up stiffly, pretending not to know him. 

Having rested with his eyes closed for nearly two hours, Mu- 
chun was exuberant and refreshed as he declared, “A period of 
stillness should be followed by a period of activity. Disciples, 
come to the garden with me. Oh, Cheng Qian, wake Zheng- 
ming.” 

The directive placed Cheng Qian in an unfavourable predic- 
ament. He glanced at the youth clad in white before steeling 


himself. He reluctantly poked at Yan Zhengming’s shoulder like 
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it was an open flame. Although tasked by his shifu to wake him, 
Cheng Qian was anxious. 

Please don't be cranky when you wake up. 

Yan Zhengming, who had enjoyed two sleep sessions practi- 
cally back-to-back, had likely gotten enough rest and did not act 
cranky. After opening his eyes, he stared at Cheng Qian with an 
unfocused gaze. He inhaled deeply and got up, weakly waving 
him away. “All right. You can leave first.” 

The half-awake boy was now in a surprisingly better mood. 
His attractive eyes were misty, and his gaze on Cheng Qian soft- 
er. “What was your name again?” 

Cheng Qian hesitated before saying his own name. 

“Oh.” Yan Zhengming nodded indifferently. In contrast to 
the undisguised disgust with which he viewed Li Yun and how 
he shielded his face with a fan from Han Yuan, the manner in 
which he treated Cheng Qian could be considered exceedingly 
polite. After this casual utterance, Yan Zhengming no longer 
bothered with the boy. He covered his mouth as he yawned and 
remained still, waiting for his maidservant Yuer to attend to his 
hair. 

While images of HUMAN and Yao had occupied Cheng 
Qians mind, he began to wonder if his narcissistic show-off of a 
shixiong might have been a pheasant YAO with a brilliantly co- 
loured tail. However, given what he saw, he dismissed this idea. 
If Yan Zhengming were genuinely a pheasant subjected to such 
constant grooming, he would have ended up as a two-legged 


freak with a bald tail and a bare butt. 
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Since the “feathers” on his head were still firmly affixed and 
had not been turned into a feather duster, Yan Zhengming was 
probably some other even more bizarre and unimaginable crea- 
ture. 

An attendant walked over to them in the garden and present- 
ed a wooden sword with both hands to Muchun. 

Cheng Qian and Han Yuan felt unexpectedly moved at this 
sight, since they had both grown up listening to the tales of im- 
mortals riding their flying swords on the winds. Despite Cheng 
Qian’s conditioning through his “education” to disdain such 
things, he was still a young boy. Even if he denied it, deep down, 
he, too, yearned for the mythical power to command the clouds 
and summon the rain. 

The wooden sword was of a rustic design, with an unspoken, 
deep sense of gravitas. In the hearts of these young boys, the 
mysteries of alchemy, the esoteric and profound scriptures, the 
ability to calculate one’s past, present, and future lives guided by 
the stars with one’s fingers, and even the crafting of talismans— 
all these supernatural abilities paled in allure to riding a flying 
sword. 

What was the big deal about struggling for ascension? Com- 
pared to boldly wielding an invincible sword to conquer the 
world, even the fabled ability to ride the mists and soar through 
clouds would have to play second fiddle. 

Muchun waved his spindly arms and legs as he strolled to the 
centre of the open space. Filled with anticipation, Han Yuan ea- 


gerly asked the question that Cheng Qian was too embarrassed 
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to voice, “Shifu, are you gonna teach us swordplay? When can 
we use a sword?” 

Muchun replied, “Patience. You will begin with wooden 
swords. I'll first demonstrate the technique.” 

Before his watching disciples, he flapped his arms, assuming 
a limp stance before demonstrating each move. He chanted as 
he moved through the forms, “Fuyao... Wooden Swordplay... 
builds up your physique... and strengthens your body... im- 
proves breathing... and promotes blood circulation... to live as 
long as... an immortal—” 

Cheng Qian was at a loss for words. His nascent dreams of 
controlling the elements and wielding great power dissolved in 
this rhythmic and nonthreatening dramatisation of the murder- 
ous clash of blades. 

Muchun’s “exquisite and unparalleled” swordsmanship soon 
drew the attention of a sparrow, leading it to perch on a wooden 
stake to watch. This must have been the world’s quietest display 
of swordplay. The wooden sword glided serenely through the air 
so gently that it failed to stir even the slightest breeze. A snail 
could have climbed to the top of the tree in the time it took that 
sword tip to trace an exasperatingly slow circle. 

Accompanying Muchun’s ecstatic commentary of “builds 
up your physique, strengthens your body to live as long as an 
immortal’, the impact of his swordsmanship was truly “remark- 
able”. Muchun stepped forward, executing a backhand strike 
while curving at the waist, and slashed diagonally down with 


the wooden sword. Trembling, it approached the little sparrow 


67 


Chapter 3 


on the stake. The bird was far bolder than was expected of its 
tiny stature, keeping still as its beady eyes stared at the incoming 
weapon. 

Muchun shamelessly cautioned the bird, “Step aside swiftly, 
little creature! Hark, lest our sects wooden sword imperil your 
life!” 

He delivered the wooden sword to the feet of the sparrow. 
Upon hearing the intimidating warning, the bird calmly lifted 
its feet and shuffled aside, completely avoiding the Fuyao Sect’s 
“sharp sword”. It watched with self-possessed composure as the 
gentle shadow of the sword drifted far, far away. 

Han Yuan was decidedly tickled by this while Cheng Qian 
struggled to make sense of it. Even the martial arts performances 
he had seen in his village were not this absurd, but he knew he 
should not laugh, because he realised that neither of the senior 
disciples were amused. 

If Yan Zhengming was currently having his hair combed, 
making it inconvenient for him to convulse with laughter, then 
the toad-loving Li Yun might serve as a suitable frame of refer- 
ence. The restless boy, who always had pins and needles under 
his behind, was unsmiling. Though he usually sported a mali- 
cious expression, he currently exhibited an unusual level of fo- 
cus. His eyes were fixed on the sight of Muchun moving in some 
seemingly wild, shamanistic ritual. 

Muchun performed the entire first form of the Fuyao Wood- 
en Swordplay, finishing with a stance resembling a golden pheas- 


ant, standing on one leg with both arms outspread. With the 
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wooden sword in hand, he extended his long, skinny neck as if 
surveying distant vistas from a lofty perch. Wobbling unsteadily, 
he proclaimed, “This is the first form of our sect’s Fuyao Wood- 
en Swordplay—A Brilliant Future.” 

Regrettably, he failed to embody the majestic likeness of a 
great peng with outstretched wings, looking more like a crowing 
rooster. Han Yuan covered his mouth, turning red in the face as 
he tried to contain his laughter. 

Not humouring Han Yuan this time, Muchun tapped his 
head with the wooden sword with much more agility than 
during his previous demonstration. He exclaimed in frustration, 
“What did I tell you? You must cultivate restraint and dedica- 
tion! Impetuous child! Why are you laughing? Disgraceful! 
Copy The Classic of Clarity and Stillness five times tonight and 
show it to me tomorrow.” 

Han Yuan immediately adopted a brazen expression and re- 
sorted to his trump card, protesting, “Shifu, I can’t read or write 
yet. 

Indeed, due to his illiteracy, he had not even copied the sect 
regulations. Muchun retorted, “Make rubbings, then trace the 
writing accordingly. Li Yun!” The named disciple stepped for- 
ward. “Lead your juniors in the starting and first forms. Come 
back when you've finished, and I will guide you on the second 
form.” 

Cheng Qian wondered if Li Yun was only learning the sec- 
ond form even though he had entered the sect over a year ago. 


Could he have spent this whole time learning the crowing roost- 
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er move? 

Before Cheng Qian could fully express his amazement, Li 
Yun struck a stance per Muchun’s instructions. He wielded the 
wooden sword, crisply executing the starting form with self-as- 
surance fit for such a young man. Contrasted against the le- 
thargic old man, his level of spirit and vitality was in a different 
league. Named for the resilience of the emerald-green bamboo, 
Li Yun had a physique to match. An air of intensity replaced 
his usually improper expression. The wooden sword whistled 
through the air as if it were parting the winds, generating a cur- 
rent that pervaded the surroundings. His blade radiated an in- 
vincible sharpness, capable of conquering everything in its path. 

This was the indomitable vigour of youth, unstoppable and 
irresistible. The unflappable little sparrow from earlier could not 
handle the shock, flapping its wings noisily as it shot up into the 
sky. 

Before Cheng Qian and Han Yuan could comprehend what 
they were seeing, they watched as Li Yun maintained a straight 
face. He calmly took a deep breath before bellowing, one word 
at a time, “Fuyao Wooden Swordplay! Builds up your physique 
and strengthens your body! Improves breathing and promotes 
blood circulation! To live as long as an immortal!” 

In the blink of an eye, the youthful swordsman had trans- 
formed into a street vendor hawking his cure-alls. Li Yun dis- 
played no embarrassment. After howling these words, he un- 
hurriedly turned to pull a strange face at the two dumbfounded 


boys. 
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Meanwhile, Yan Zhengming slowly wiped his wooden sword 
with a silk cloth, watching by the side as his juniors practised. 
Their swordsmanship was a joke. Aside from Li Yun, whose 
skills were slightly more presentable, the other two handled 
their swords like they were juggling sticks. Even the posture they 
used to hold the blades required individual correction. 

Muchun would warn one, “The wooden sword may be mer- 
ciful, but real blades do not discriminate. Be extremely careful 
when handling weapons. Cheng Qian, don’t place your finger 
against the blade. Surely, you can feel that? Since even your ex- 
tremities are linked to your heart!” 

After a while, he would tell the other, “The East Sea has heavy 
swords weighing three hundred catties. Those you will need to 
wield with both hands. Xzao-Yuan, I don’t think you're wielding 
the sword. You're forging iron.” 

At other times, he flailed about while rushing to put out the 
fires caused by Li Yun, the shit-stirrer. “Don’t mess around, don’t 
mess around. Oh my, be careful not to stab anyone in the eyes!” 

Describing their antics as “intolerable to the eye” was already 
praising the little brats. 

Yan Zhengming scanned the group before finally stopping 
at Cheng Qian and lingering a few more moments. He was 
perfectly aware of his dandy persona but viewed it as harmless 
and reasonable since it did not obstruct anyone. Completely at 
ease and justified in his choices, he remained unrepentant and 
maybe even worsened depending on his whims. The young man 


acknowledged that he might have been a tad superficial, display- 
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ing a high level of self-awareness in recognising his shortcom- 
ings in both knowledge and character, as well as the unfairness 
of judging others based on these two criteria. Therefore, Yan 
Zhengming was not very stringent towards others. 

There was only one deciding factor for liking or disliking 
someone—their appearance. By this standard, people like Han 
Yuan belonged to the “utterly heinous” category. There were 
only two exceptions to this iron-clad principle: Muchun and Li 
Yun. Muchun had rescued him, cared for him, and treated him 
kindly, so despite the zhenren’s appearance, which qualified him 
as wicked by Yan Zhengming’s standard, he chose to pardon 
him in this regard. As for Li Yun, the younger boy was truly a 
vile thing who was inherently incompatible with the pampered 
scion. So, despite his passable appearance, Yan Zhengming had 
concluded that their relationship was irreconcilable, and they 
could not peacefully coexist under the same sky. As for Cheng 
Qian, Yan Zhengming did find him very pleasing to the eye. 
Otherwise, he would not have made the once-in-a-blue-moon 
gesture of giving him sweets on their first meeting. It was a pity 
that the boy was so unappreciative. 

Nevertheless, this mild appeal was certainly not enough to 
hold Yan Zhengming’s attention. As pleasing to the eye as the 
child might have been now, there was no telling how his looks 
would turn out. He soon averted his gaze. His fellow disciples 
were romping about in the courtyard. He stood idly, wooden 
sword in hand, letting his mind wander and contemplating his 


stagnant progress. 
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After studying the sword from Muchun for almost eight 
years, he had just managed to progress to the third form of 
the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay. The zhenren’s execution of the 
starting form may have resembled a middle-aged man imitating 
animal movements during his exercise routine, but the actual 
swordplay was no light matter. Yan Zhengming was not as igno- 
rant as the former beggar, Han Yuan, since he had studied under 
the best sword instructors his family could hire prior to joining 
the sect. He might not have been a great learner, but he certain- 
ly was not blind. 

The swordplay consisted of five forms: A Brilliant Future, 
Unwavering Inquiry, A Contrary Outcome, The Waning of 
Prosperity, and Reclaiming Authenticity. Each form had twen- 
ty-five moves and innumerable permutations. As Yan Zheng- 
ming matured, he sometimes got the impression that this set of 
swordplay encompassed the vastness of the cosmos. Each time 
he paused to reflect on it, it unveiled to him myriad possibilities. 

Never delving into such details, Muchun merely clumsily 
demonstrated the basic moves and left the rest to the disciples 
to figure out. Despite Yan Zhengming’s repeated inquiries on 
why he refused to break down these intricate techniques, his old 
weasel of a teacher constantly evaded the question by playing 
the fool. 

Yan Zhengming pondered for a while before getting up to 
practise the third form, A Contrary Outcome. He had been 
stuck on this form for two years. Although he was naturally 


indolent and strove for neither literary excellence nor martial 
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arts achievements, he still felt embarrassed at the thought of his 
progress. Despite correcting himself many times, he still could 
not understand what was holding him back and could not exor- 
cise the awkward, uncomfortable sensation that lingered in each 
move and stance. He did not know who coined the name of the 
form, but it was extremely apt. 

Yan Zhengming paused his practice, frowning as he shifted 
his attention to the wooden sword in his hand. The nearby at- 
tendant and maidservant were ready to assist, hurrying over to 
fan him and wipe away his sweat. Unfortunately, their well-in- 
tentioned efforts were in vain. The scion was irritable and impa- 
tient upon encountering a bottleneck in his sword practice, and 
these fools’ interference made it even more challenging for him 
to grasp the elusive thread of insight. He dismissed them in frus- 
tration. 

“Go away, don't get in the way! From now on, youre not al- 
lowed to come over when I’m practising with the sword!” 

His maidservant Yuer piped up timidly, “Master, is this a new 
rule?” 

To address the root of this question, we must begin by ac- 
knowledging that Yan Zhengming was far too idle and had 
nothing better to do than concoct numerous “rules”, all of 
which were his sole creations. These included criteria for match- 
ing clothing to shoes, designated times for hair combing, the 
frequency at which his desk had to be cleaned, and noise regu- 
lations that remained in force until he had enjoyed his first cup 


of herbal tea in the morning. Luckily for his servants, they were 
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sharp enough to remember all these rules. Perhaps even the em- 
peror did not have as many demands as he did. 

Before the scion could regain his composure, a newly minted 
rule was issued from his lips, “When I am at sword practice, un- 
less I specifically call for you, you're forbidden from approach- 
ing. Don’t make a fool of yourselves.” 

Cheng Qian was taken aback by these words, not expecting 
that Yan-shixiong would know the meaning of “make a fool of 
yourself”. 

Muchun cleared his throat. “My disciple.” 

Yan Zhengming looked over to see Cheng Qian, who was 
trailing behind Muchun, matching the zhenren’s pace. The boy 
kept his eyes downcast, giving the impression of a sheltered, shy 
child. Unbeknownst to the scion, Cheng Qian was shyly sneer- 
ing at the various bizarre occurrences of the sect. 

Muchun motioned towards Cheng Qian. “Li Yun can’t man- 
age them on his own. You can help by giving Cheng Qian some 
guidance.” 

Not only was Li Yun unable to manage them, he was all but 
leading Han Yuan to wreak havoc. 

Yan Zhengming frowned at the instructions. He was grap- 
pling with his swordsmanship and was disinterested in mento- 
ring others. Fuelled by his confidence in Muchun’s favour, he 
unleashed his pent-up resentment, unaware that someone was 
even more embittered. 

Cheng Qian could not understand why Shifu was unwilling 
to guide him personally. What could Yan-shixiong do? Give him 
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guidance in the art of making his nose look better in the mirror? 

Nevertheless, Yan Zhengming did not challenge Muchun in 
the presence of the junior disciples. He suppressed the objec- 
tions that he had almost blurted out, forcing himself to be pa- 
tient. “Shifu, I just can’t seem to get the third form right.” 

Muchun asked amiably, “What seems to be the problem?” 

Everything. His body felt constrained. He found practising 
this form as taxing as swimming upstream. Despite recognising 
this bizarre yet profound sensation, he struggled to articulate 
it. A thousand words bubbled up, but he did not know where 
to start. Finally, as if possessed, Yan Zhengming blurted out, “I 
think... it doesn’t look good.” 

Watching dispassionately by the side, Cheng Qian re-con- 
firmed that the scion was nothing but a showy, shallow bump- 
kin with extravagant tastes. 

Muchun cracked a cheerful smile at the utterance before 
smoothly redirecting the conversation. “Haste makes waste. You 
can wait a little longer for this form.” 

Muchun was always like this, never giving straight answers to 
any of his disciples’ questions, preferring to spout profound and 
obscure nonsense. Although Yan Zhengming was accustomed to 
this, he could not resist asking petulantly, “How much longer?” 

Muchun answered gently, “After you've grown a few more 
inches.” 

Indolent as Yan Zhengming was, there were always several 
days a month when he entertained thoughts of committing un- 


speakable crimes against his shifu. 
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Muchun grandly palmed Cheng Qian off to their sect’s “most 
valuable treasure” before leisurely returning to the pavilion to 
drink tea. The Fuyao Sect adhered to the time-honoured tra- 
dition that the teacher should only guide the student through 
the threshold, after which the student must rely on his own ef- 
forts. Throughout their discipleship, their stick-like teacher had 
never shared any genuine skill and knowledge, merely setting 
up a frame for them to fill in however and with whatever they 
wished. 

Yan Zhengming felt agitated and distracted as he glanced at 
his solemn-looking junior. He had nothing to say to this little 
brat. Displaying his pique, he plopped down on one of the seats 
and leaned against the stone table. One of the attendants took 
his wooden sword with both hands before meticulously wiping 
it off with a piece of white silk—more carefully than he would 
be washing his own face. 

Out of nowhere, Yan Zhengming bolted upright like a spring, 
and his slender eyebrows knit together as he cast a displeased 
look at the maidservant beside him. His refusal to explain the 
problem caused Yuer to pale under his stare. By the time the 
bewildered girl was on the brink of tears, Xueqing, who was 
waiting for Cheng Qian, felt the need to step in and quietly en- 
lighten her. 

“Fetch a cushion for the master so he won't feel the chill of 
the stone.” 

Yuer finally realised her error. She had allowed her esteemed 


master to sit directly on stone, chilling his precious backside! 
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This was truly an oversight of staggering magnitude. Yuer hur- 
ried towards him, weeping as she swiftly layered three sets of 
cushions for Yan Zhengming, who shot her a disgruntled look 
before resuming his seat. He angled his chin ever so slightly to- 
wards Cheng Qian. 

“You can begin your practice. I’ll observe. Ask if you don’t 
understand anything.” 

Regarding Yan Zhengming as an all-obscuring miasma of 
a fart, Cheng Qian chose to ignore his presence and devoted 
his attention to the wooden sword. He used to sprawl in trees, 
eavesdropping on the old tutor’s lessons. Without books or 
writing materials, he had eventually developed a perfect memo- 
ry that enabled him to effortlessly recall Muchun’s quiet and de- 
liberate demonstration, each move vividly arrayed in his mind's 
eye. 

Cheng Qian meticulously mirrored Muchun’s unsteady 
movements from his memory, constantly comparing it against 
his own and correcting himself before that dog behind him— 
who only knew how to yap—could. The boy’s talent for imita- 
tion would even put monkeys to shame. 

Yan Zhengming was initially indifferent, but at a certain mo- 
ment, he found himself focused on the little brat who was prac- 
tising each move of the first form separately according to the 
mantra. After repeating the deconstructed moves in the same 
leisurely manner as Muchun, the boy grew increasingly familiar 
with them. Then suddenly, his gaze gained a certain keenness. 


Yan Zhengming forgot about the tea cup he wished to pick up 
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when he recognised the essence of the movements—the little 
brat was imitating Li Yun! 

It was just imitation, and given Cheng Qians young age, he 
lacked strength and endurance. His performance was a far cry 
from Li Yuns indomitable vigour and determination to go all 
out. However, with the essence infused into the mix, the wood- 
en sword in his hand instantly gained another aspect, like a flat 
piece of paper puffing up and taking on the dimension of depth. 
But the aspect remained undefined, not only due to Cheng 
Qian’s current inability to match Li Yun’s swordsmanship but 
also because he still lacked accuracy when performing the basic 
moves. 

Yet Yan Zhengming thought he sensed something in that in- 
stant, perhaps the true essence of the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay. 
Unlike fruit forming out of a flower or fish swimming in water, 
the true essence of a swordplay was not something that defin- 
itively occurred to a swordsman. Achieving unity with one’s 
sword required decades of effort on the part of the swordsman 
and was a prerequisite for discovering the intent of the sword. 
As for Cheng Qian, the little brat certainly could not manifest 
the true essence of the sword. As a novice, it would suffice if he 
could grasp the sword firmly without dropping it on his own 
toes. 

What Yan Zhengming had picked up on was how the first 
form, A Brilliant Future, ingeniously resonated with the mind- 
set of a young lad entering a sect of immortality. He recalled his 


own emotions upon first seeing the talismans plastered all over 
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the mountains—novelty, curiosity, and unrestrained imagina- 
tion for the future. While it was not strictly the true essence 
of the swordplay, he suspected that the swordplay was subtly 
aligned with the swordsman’s mental state—the swordplay guid- 
ed the wielder! 

Yan Zhengming sprang to his feet. While watching Cheng 
Qian practise, he grasped that which had previously escaped 
him—the intangible, myriad transmutations within the sword- 
play and the reason why Muchun never explained anything. 
The swordplay itself was alive. Why had he sensed a growing 
inadequacy since starting the second form, Unwavering Inquiry, 
which only intensified as he advanced to the third form, A Con- 
trary Outcome? The reason was simple—he neither understood 
the unwavering quest for truth nor knew the feeling of his ef- 
forts backfiring. The wooden sword could no longer guide him. 

It was time for him to descend the mountain and travel to 
gain experience. Extreme situations could temper the physical 
body while intense emotions like joy, sorrow and hatred could 
fortify the mind. The swordplay might have been an entry-level 
sword technique, but it contained within it the tumultuous 
journey that was the HUMAN experience which could not be 
understood by cultivating in isolation. If he stayed nestled in the 
Haven of Gentle Bliss, regardless of whether it was one millen- 
nium or ten, the outcome would be the same—he would never 
acquire the requisite life experiences that aligned with the vari- 
ous forms of the swordplay. 


Not everyone was fortunate enough to be enlightened as to 
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the obstacles impeding their cultivation progress. Most people 
would be ecstatic at this discovery, redoubling their efforts to 
overcome the challenges and achieve a breakthrough to the next 
level. But Yan Zhengming wasn’t “most people’, was he? The 
thought of descending the mountain and travelling for experi- 
ence briefly appeared in his decorative but useless head, but it 
was quickly drowned out by the difficulties and inconveniences 
of travelling to unfamiliar places. Simply considering it gave 
him a headache—the sheer amount of luggage he would have to 
bring was daunting. Every fibre of his lazy existence resisted the 
idea, hindering him from sprinting towards the future. 

“Travelling for experience?” pondered the unbothered scion. 
“I don’t care who wants to go, but not me! So what if I’ve pla- 
teaued?” 

He decided to ignore his lack of fluency and other issues with 
his swordsmanship. As long as he had the moves memorised, it 
meant he had mastered them, so he planned to ask to be taught 
the fourth form the next day. With that settled, the lackadaisical 
disciple, who was content to go with the flow, began to slack off 
with a clear conscience. 

As a favour to his shifu, he flung out a few pebbles, knocking 
Han Yuan out of a tree, where he had been prodding a bird’s 
nest with his wooden sword. His aim was accurate, and the peb- 
bles landed with just the right amount of force. Seeing the boy 
howling uncontrollably on the ground, he concluded that he 
had already achieved some success in martial arts, and there was 


truly no need to drive himself so hard. 
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Past midday, the day of mutual torture between master and 
disciples finally came to an end. 

Apart from Yan Zhengming, everyone else returned to their 
own respective dwellings for food and rest. In the afternoon, 
they would have time to concentrate on their individual studies. 
Those who were unwilling to do so were free to play outside 
with the monkeys. Muchun had always given his disciples free 
rein, only requiring that they observe the sect regulations. They 
had to behave and refrain from wandering willy-nilly in the 
mountains on full and new moons. Only Yan Zhengming re- 
mained to look at Muchun’s wrinkly face in the afternoon. 

While attendants brought over blocks of wood and knives, Li 
Yun explained to his fellow disciples, “Those are for talismans, 
and only Yan-shixiong can learn how to carve them for now. 
There are two types: manifest and latent. A manifest talisman is 
carved on physical objects, usually wood. Some experts can even 
craft manifest talismans on metal and stone. Latent talismans 
are much more powerful. They can exist as water, air, or even 
one’s intent, but that’s just hearsay, since no one’s ever seen one. 
I reckon only Great Powers are able to make one.” 

Cheng Qian may have feigned disinterest, but his ears were 
perked up. After all, talismans formed the basis of celestial arte- 
facts, which are what the general populace associates with culti- 
vation. 

Han Yuan came close to Li Yun as though they were good 
friends. “What's a Great Power?” 


Li Yun grinned. “Not a mortal, that’s for sure. A genuine 
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Great Power who's achieved immortality wouldn’t even be in 
this realm.” 

Han Yuan observed Yan Zhengming’s carefree demeanour 
with envy before asking Li Yun in a child-like manner, “When 
can we learn to carve like Yan-shixiong?” 

Although Han Yuan did not have a good impression of Yan 
Zhengming, he had learnt not to do or say anything that might 
offend the patron of the sect, not to mention he was not one to 
hold grudges like the prideful Cheng Qian. A single sachet of 
pine nut sweets was all it took to bring a smile to his face and 
erase any grievances. 

“We can't.” Li Yun gave a dismissive wave, making a big show 
of regret. “In order to carve talismans, one must be able to sense 
energy. Now, don’t ask me how to sense energy because I don’t 
know. However, Shifu did mention that it’s a profound sensa- 
tion of being able to commune with the cosmos... As for what 
Shifu says, youll soon learn that there’s no need to bother—you 
wont understand it anyway.” 

Li Yun had a pair of thin lips whose corners were subtly up- 
lifted, giving him a hint of a perpetual smirk even when he was 
not smiling. Though, he looked even less like a good person 
when he did smile. He hesitated before faking a frown. “There 
are people who will never be able to sense energy—either due to 
poor aptitude or plain bad luck.” 

Han Yuan's expression tensed as he straightened up. “That's a 
shame.” 


“Absolutely,” Li Yun continued. “If we can’t sense energy, it 
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doesn’t matter how skilful we are with the sword. Martial arts 
will make us physically stronger but nothing more.” 

Cheng Qian was ready to dismiss this claim, since he was 
convinced that Yan Zhengming was all show, no substance. But 
if such a person had developed energy sense within eight years, 
Cheng Qian had to at least beat that. Otherwise, he might as 
well abandon the quest for immortality now and become a 
farmer or small-time merchant. However, Li Yun was clearly 
hinting at something, and Cheng Qian perceived his attempt at 
enticement. 

Meeting Li Yuns gaze, he responded calmly, “Li-shixiong, 
maybe I’m mistaken, but do you mean there’s some way to acti- 
vate energy perception?” 

Li Yun pulled a smile, brows and eyes curving like hooks try- 
ing to bait Cheng Qian. 

Under the older boy’s long, silent stare, Cheng Qian refused 
to bite. He replied nonchalantly, “Well, that’s great. I hope you 
reach your goal soon.” 

If there truly existed a method to develop energy perception, 
why hadn’t Li Yun tried it himself during the year he had spent 
in the sect? He clearly harboured ulterior motives and was seek- 
ing a dummy to test it out for him. 

Li Yun, in turn, narrowed his eyes. The little brat was too 
shrewd to fall for it. 

Han Yuan, on the other hand, was not one to hold back. “You 
know a way? What is it?” 


Giving up on Cheng Qian, Li Yun redirected his efforts to 
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keep Han Yuan in suspense. “I can’t say. Goes against sect regu- 
lations.” 

The three words “I can’t say” sounded suspiciously like “try 
asking again”. Li Yun laid a big trap in front of Han Yuan, who 
cooperated by walking right into it. After witnessing the trans- 
formation of paper to toad, Han Yuan had formed an unbreak- 
able bond with Li Yun and was now pestering him relentlessly 
for answers. 

After feigning attempts to evade Han Yuan's questions and 
responding only as a “last resort’, Li Yun whispered, “I once read 
a book on the geography of Mount Fuyao. According to that, 
mighty creatures known as greater YAO are sealed beneath the 
mountain. On the nights of the new and full moon, their ener- 
gy resonates with the moon, which makes the surrounding pure 
and turbid energies gather in the cave on the other side of the 
mountain. When that happens, even lay people will be able to 
sense the energy in the cave.” 

Li Yun then abruptly changed his tune. “Of course, Shifu has 
strictly forbidden disciples from stepping beyond the compound 
gates on the nights of the new moon and full moon. That cave, 
especially, is off-limits.” 

Hearing this made Han Yuan think. 

Li Yun feigned concern while dissuading him, “Han-shi- 
di, maybe you've not yet had the time to read the sect rules 
forty-nine times as required, but taking shortcuts is certainly 
forbidden. You must cultivate as you are instructed. With your 


remarkable aptitude, the time will come when you can sense en- 
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ergy. Isnt that right, Cheng-shidi2?” 

Cheng Qian pulled a fake smile in agreement. “That’s right, 
Li-shixiong.” 

At a loss for words, Li Yun studied Cheng Qian from head 
to toe, noting that the short and skinny boy had yet to reach 
a growth spurt. In fact, he was so small that when he lowered 
his head, nobody could see his face. Li Yun could not discern 
whether this boy was naturally reserved and struggled to express 
himself verbally or if he had simply focused on growing shrewd- 
er instead of bigger. Cheng Qian’s ready agreement left Li Yun 
in a dilemma, forcing him to smile and remark, “Well, aren’t you 
a good, clever boy.” 

Only a short distance away, Yan Zhengming was served a 
bowl of osmanthus and pickled plum dessert from an attendant, 
and he happened to catch a glimpse of the unfolding scene. He 
had always felt that Li Yun was up to no good. Reading the sin- 
ister intent behind the younger boy’s toothy smile, Yan Zheng- 
ming turned to the attendant beside him and asked on a whim, 
“Call over that small one... the shortest child? What’s his name 
again?” 

The attendant responded apprehensively, “Cheng Qian.” 

“Ah, yes, that one.” Yan Zhengming nodded. “Have him wait 
till I’ve completed talisman practice. Tell him that Shifu asked 
me to give him some guidance on his swordsmanship.” 

Overhearing this, Muchun groused to himself, “He didn’t 
make a peep when I asked him to give the boys guidance, and 


now he’s using me as an excuse.” He glanced up at the boy in 
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question but did not expose him. Growing up in the mountains 
with hardly any other children around for company must have 
been quite lonely for the young scion. 

The attendant trotted over to pass the message. Cheng Qian 
remained noncommittal upon hearing it, merely feeling that 
Yan Zhengming’s behaviour was unusual. 

Han Yuan was reluctant to leave him, muttering, “But I want- 
ed to play with you.” 

Cheng Qian glanced at him, thinking, “You're getting played 
by Li-shixiong anyway.” 

Keeping the taunt to himself, Cheng Qian bid farewell to 
the two as if nothing had happened. He waited quietly by the 
side as instructed, but he was not waiting for the effeminate and 
pampered scion. He stayed to watch the practice session because 
he was intrigued by the concept of the purported talismans. To 
his disappointment, he could not sense, let alone understand, 
the profound mysteries surrounding them. At least, that was his 
experience. Yan Zhengming spent the entire afternoon doing 
nothing but carving vertical lines into the wood with a small 
knife under Muchun’s supervision. The only thing Cheng Qian 
got from this experience was witnessing the strict side of Mu- 
chun. 

Unsurprisingly, Yan Zhengming was the epitome of a deco- 
rative dust collector. After merely a few minutes of being seated, 
the scion grew visibly restless as if he were sitting on pins and 
needles. Turning from side to side, he directed his attendants 


and maidservants around and sent them into a tizzy. At times, he 
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would grumble that his hair was tied too tightly and demanded 
that it be redone. At others, he would gripe about being sweaty 
and wanting to return to his quarters to change. Sometimes, it 
was about visiting the lavatory for important business. He might 
ask for a cup of water and then spurn it for being either too cold 
or too warm. Expressing his disdain for this and rejecting that 一 
whatever the case was—he just could not sit still. He was also 
frequently distracted, eyes glancing about. Sometimes, he would 
slander Li Yun and Muchun in his heart or mentally hum a tune 
newly composed by the maids. In any event, his heart was not 
focused on carving talismans. 

Cheng Qian knew he was ignorant of the importance of 
wood carving, but he nonetheless felt disdain towards the senior 
disciple’s behaviour. The scion was acting just like a donkey that 
suddenly needed to piss when asked to pull a millstone. 

Knowing that this neer-do-well disciple of his would kick up 
a fuss, Muchun had placed a sand clock on his workbench. The 
exquisitely crafted celestial artefact kept time for one hour, the 
required length of the practice session, and most remarkably, the 
sand would pause whenever the scion became distracted. Since 
the sessions would only end after the sand had completely run 
out, these “hour-long” sessions would often drag on till night- 
fall. 

Yan Zhengming had believed that he and his shifu would be 
kindred spirits with regards to just muddling along. However, 
when it came to talisman carving, Muchun became uncharac- 


teristically strict. The zhenren explained that he had entered the 
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path of cultivation through the sword, and sword cultivators 
were generally iron-willed, determined individuals, but there 
were clearly odd exceptions, such as Yan Zhengming, who re- 
quired additional tempering to avoid ending up as scrap metal. 

Cheng Qian watched for a while but found it utterly useless 
for himself. Shifting his attention, he quietly requested statio- 
nery from a nearby attendant and began his homework of the 
day—transcribing from memory the sect regulations and The 
Classic of Clarity and Stillness that Muchun had recited in the 
morning. 

When Muchun saw this, his stern demeanour softened some- 
what. He beckoned to Cheng Qian. “Your back’s to the light. 
Why don’t you come over here?” 

Frowning, Yan Zhengming looked up at Muchun’s triangular 
eyes. It was midday. How could the light have been behind him? 
The zhenren was clearly trying to point out that he was not even 
as disciplined as a junior. Yan Zhengming craned his neck to 
peer at Cheng Qian’s writing. Forgetting that he had been the 
one to request the younger boy’s presence, he rudely vented his 
frustrations. “Worse than chicken scratch.” 

Not quite a master of diplomacy, the young Cheng Qian 
countered without looking up. “Thanks for the critique. But 
even if I do write worse than a chicken, at least I can sit still, 
whereas it cannot.” 

Cheng Qian then shot a meaningful look at the sand clock, 
which made Yan Zhengming discover that the damn thing had 


paused again, much to his dismay. 
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Muchun had to admit he had been too hopeful. His eldest 
disciple was a magnanimous character but had a short fuse, 
whereas his third disciple was composed and focused yet overly 
stubborn and inflexible. In a perfect world, these two youngsters 
could have balanced each other out, but sadly, reality had them 
on the verge of a brawl. 

Forced to separate them, Muchun instructed the attendants 
to take Cheng Qian, who was drenched in sweat from sword 
practice, to bathe and change clothes. Shifting his attention 
to his recalcitrant disciple, he resumed chanting The Classic of 
Clarity and Stillness with the gracelessness of a weasel and the 
droning cadence of a quacking duck, causing the sand to stop 
flowing once more. 

Yan Zhengming grew increasingly irritated, perilously close 
to taking a bite out of someone. Finally, his frustration boiled 
over. He flung the knife onto the workbench and snapped, 
“Shifu, what on earth are you doing?” 

Without even glancing up, Muchun replied, “My disciple, 
your mind is restless. As your teacher, I am reciting The Classic of 
Clarity and Stillness to cleanse your thoughts.” 

Just as Yan Zhengming wished he could die to escape the tor- 
turous recitation, Cheng Qian came back. Head pounding pain- 
fully, Yan Zhengming decided it was time to pick a fight. Sniff- 
ing the air, he ranted, “Who told you to perfume his clothes 
with sandalwood? Are you trying to suffocate me?” 

The attendant agreed timidly, too afraid to point out that it 


was Cheng Qian’s idea. 
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Yan Zhengming roared at the attendant, “Change it to—” 

Muchun chanted even more loudly, “...hence, the Heavens 
are Clear, the Earth is turbid...” 

Yan Zhengming certainly got the message. Muchun’s raised 
voice grated his ears like a saw on wood. “Shifu, just how is my 
mind restless?!” 

Muchun looked up and said calmly, “A restless mind is sus- 
ceptible to external influences, which is why you're bothered by 
fragrances. Why don't we try something else? Stop treating your 
fellow disciple like a censer. To aid your cultivation practice, 
how about I stay over with you for the night to recite sutras to 
you until dawn?” 

Yan Zhengming clamped his mouth shut. The old weasel 
was addicted to reciting the sutras and would certainly follow 
through with his threat. The prospect of enduring an entire 
night of droning recitation filled the scion with dread. Biting 
back his frustration, he sat down and angrily picked up the 
knife. He channelled his annoyance into etching vertical lines 
into the wood as though he were lashing it with a whip. 

The “censer” quietly sat down and resumed his homework, 
feeling as if he were sitting beside a giant rabbit bristling with 
fury. If Han Yuan had been described by Muchun as frivolous 
and impetuous, wouldn’t the scion be considered capricious and 
impulsive? At least Han Yuan’s temper affected only himself, 
whereas Yan Zhengming was a scourge on everyone around 
him. 


Cheng Qian soon noticed a benefit to sitting next to the 
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scion—it quickly became evident that they were poles apart. If 
he wanted to, Cheng Qian could enter the zone of focus where 
external distractions faded away. Recalling the sect regulations 
carved on the wooden table, he meticulously imitated the script 
and delighted in the act of writing. Soothed by the lingering 
sandalwood in their area, he found his thoughts drifting away 
from the restless fellow disciple nearby. 

The sulky Yan Zhengming demanded snacks, but afterwards, 
he felt bloated, which prompted him to pace around the pavil- 
ion. He soon realised that no one was paying attention to him. 
Sitting on a round cattail cushion, Muchun was motionless, 
engrossed in his meditation, as he continued to chant the sutra. 
Meanwhile, the newly arrived brat was writing as if he were em- 
broidering his sorry excuse for handwriting onto the page, never 
once looking up. 

The air in the pavilion hung around the focused pair with an 
almost stagnant tranquillity. Even the attendants were holding 
their breaths. This unusual peacefulness made the scion feel a bit 
embarrassed, and his interest in continuing his antics waned. He 
reluctantly sat before the clock and stared into space before re- 
signing to his repetitive practice with the knife and wood. Only 
when the clock emitted a soft sound did Yan Zhengming realise 
that the allotted time for talisman practice for the day had end- 
ed early for once. 

The subsequent days played out in a similar fashion. Each 
morning, the four would have to sit through hours of unbear- 


ably mind-numbing recitation. Each day, Muchun would recite 
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a fresh section from his seemingly endless store of material. The 
content of his teachings varied wildly from Taoist scriptures to 
Buddhist sutras and even his own compositions. The lessons 
were unfettered by sect afhliations, which often resulted in con- 
tradictions. 

After the recitation, they would have sword practice. True 
to form, Yan Zhengming brazenly pretended to have mastered 
the first three forms, forgoing a deeper understanding and dived 
straight into learning the fourth form from Muchun. Li Yun 
also learnt a new sword form, which helped him trade his usual 
fooling around and causing mischief for self-restraint. Cheng 
Qian remained focused. Only Han Yuan was determined to lag 
behind the group and wreak mindless havoc on all the birds’ 
nests in the vicinity of the Hall of Doctrine. 

In the afternoons, Yan Zhengming was confined to the Hall 
of Doctrine to brood over his carving knife and wood. Cheng 
Qian would either complete his homework beside him or help 
Muchun prune the greenery. As though trying to make up for 
all the love and care that Cheng Qian had lacked, the zhenren 
always kept delightful snacks on hand. While Yan Zhengming 
hacked at wood, Muchun would deliberately tell Cheng Qian to 
take a break and regale him with whimsical folktales. 

Yan Zhengming sometimes had the feeling that the short boy 
was only here to vie for their shifu’s favour. Still, it was undeni- 
able that Cheng Qian had a positive influence on him since he 
was able to sit for longer periods. 


One day, as the sand clock completely drained, Yan Zheng- 
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ming felt faint numbness in his hand while holding the carving 
knife. He sensed a profound energy birthed from the friction 
between the blade and the wood before he fell into a trance-like 
state. 

A slightly hoarse voice erupted in his ear. “Direct your focus, 
and channel energy to your spiritual expanse. Laozi taught us, 
“The Tao is great. Being great, it goes forth. Having gone far, it 
returns. The endless cycle thus repeats, its potential infinite.” 

Without any prompting from Muchun, Cheng Qian knew to 
rise and back up. He felt strange streams of energy briefly encir- 
cling him before returning to Yan Zhengming like rivers flowing 
to the sea. 

This marked his initial encounter with the secret realm sup- 
pressed by the laws of the world. Cheng Qian did not know 
how Yan Zhengming felt, but he heard a muffled and indistinct 
sound. As the setting sun dipped to the west of the mountain, 
the lingering echoes of countless people resonated in the air 
teeming with spiritual energy. Cheng Qian had a fleeting idea 
that the distant past and hazy future murmured to one another 
through the present. He wanted nothing more but to hear them 
clearly, but the words drifted away like the inexorable sands of 
time, leaving him far behind. 

Cheng Qian was on the brink of madness. 

The next thing he knew, he was gripped on the shoulder and 
jolted awake from the bizarre, waking nightmare as a shiver ran 
through him. He turned to see Muchun staring down at him. 


With a start, he noticed a coolness on his own face. He brushed 


94 


his hand across his cheeks, and it came back wet with tears. 
He was as embarrassed as he was confused and could only gaze 
blankly at Muchun. 

“The great Laozi once wrote, ‘Colours blind the eyes, music 
deafens the ears, flavours overwhelm the tongue—succumb not 
to these worldly temptations.” Muchun’s voice coalesced into 
a point that penetrated Cheng Qian’s ears. “With all these dis- 
tractions, how could you ever cultivate in accordance with your 
precept ‘At ease’? Time to wake up!” 

The final two words felt like a slap to his face. Cheng Qian’s 
mind buzzed, and when he opened his eyes, he found Yan 
Zhengming in the same position as before. The older boy was 
now in a meditative trance, sitting in front of the workbench 
strewn with chaotically engraved pieces of wood. 

Muchun rubbed the stunned boy on the head. 

“Shifu, | heard people speaking—” 

Muchun’s expression eased, and he smiled. “Oh, those were 
the predecessors of the sect.” 

Cheng Qian was taken aback. 

“Our sect has a heritage that goes back over a millennium. Of 
course, we have predecessors.” 

The surprised boy inquired, “Where are they now?” 

“They're all dead, of course.” 

Cheng Qian gaped at him. “Shouldn't they have become en- 
lightened and ascended to immortality?” 

Muchun looked down at him with a kind gaze. “Is there a 


distinction between ‘death’ and ‘ascension >” 
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Cheng Qian was briefly stumped by this question before forc- 
ing a vaguely pertinent response. “Of course... of course, there is. 
Ascending through enlightenment means one attains longevity 
and never dies, doesn’t it?” 

Muchun appeared amused by his answer. “Well, well... You're 
just a kid. What would you know about life and death? You 
shall understand when youre older.” 

Then he walked back to the main seat of the hall and plopped 
down. He eyed Yan Zhengming, who was in a meditative trance, 
and frowned. 

Cheng Qian heard him mutter, “He sure chooses the best 
time to enter a meditative state. Where are we supposed to have 
dinner now?” 

The evening meal was relocated to the hall that was sup- 
posed to be used for the propagation of doctrine, knowledge 
and answers. The carcass of a roast chicken reclined amidst the 
scattered talismans and sutras, surrounded by an assortment of 
side dishes and an oblivious Yan Zhengming fixed in his med- 
itative trance. Muchun gestured for Cheng Qian to join him 
on the floor. As if he were the kindly neighbour Uncle Han, he 
affectionately served Cheng Qian a piece of chicken. Then he 
grabbed a piece of paper that someone had copied sutras on and 
placed it on the workbench. He told the boy, “You must eat well 
so you can grow taller. Here, spit the bones on the paper.” 

Without a word, Cheng Qian lifted his bowl. He was con- 
vinced that he would not feel any reverence for the Hall of Doc- 


trine after this. 
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Muchun planned to watch over his eldest disciple after the 
meal. He directed the attendants to pack half a catty of snacks 
for Cheng Qian in case he got hungry during the night. It also 
happened to be the fifteenth, the rumoured full moon night 
when entering the cave was prohibited. Muchun did not give 
Cheng Qian any additional instructions, trusting that the boy 
would remain in his quarters to faithfully transcribe the sect 
regulations and not go out to cause mischief. 

Cheng Qian certainly would not, but that was not necessarily 
the case for the others. 

As soon as Cheng Qian returned to his own residence, Han 
Yuan appeared behind him and caused a ruckus before taking 
the pack of snacks for himself. He merrily stuffed his face until 
most of the package had been devoured, then he smacked his 
lips while crumbs spewed from his mouth. 

“What's so fun about hanging around Yan-shixiong all day? 
Come with us instead! Li-shixiong has taught me many new 
moves. I’ve almost finished learning the first form.” 

Smiling at Han Yuan without speaking, Cheng Qian avoided 
the crumbs that flew everywhere like snow flurries. He mocked 
internally, If the dolt’s already learnt the first form, it surely 
wouldn't be long before he ascended! 

Han Yuan gestured towards Cheng Qians little courtyard. 
“Your place is so shabby, barely better than Shifu’s. You should 
see mine. It’s massive, like ten times bigger! It even has a pond in 
the back where you can swim in the summer. Do you know how 


to swim? Oh, never mind. All of you sheltered kids don’t even 
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step outside, let alone get in the water. I'll take you! Trust me, 
after this summer, you'll be swimming like a fish.” 

Cheng Qian had to respectfully decline such good intentions. 
He had no desire to chum around with this piece of scum. 

As the former beggar rambled on, he polished off Cheng 
Qian’s snacks before finally shifting from meaningless chatter to 
the real reason for his visit. With a loud burp, he sat up straight 
and whispered, “Remember what Li-shixiong said... about that 
cave?” 

“Shidi, Cheng Qian responded calmly, having anticipated 
the question, “that’s against sect regulations. Speaking of rules, 
you say you've basically finished learning the sect’s swordplay. 
Have you learnt all the sect regulations yet?” 

Han Yuan found the younger boy, who was technically his se- 
nior, a little unreasonable and tried to impart a life lesson with a 
sense of superiority. “Learning all the rules? What for? I’ve nev- 
er seen anyone as stubborn as you. Didn't you hear Li-shixiong 
say that energy perception is the most important? Otherwise, 
youll just be dancing and waving the sword around. And doing 
it step by step? How long’s that gonna take? You can’t just blind- 
ly follow... blindly follow... whatever it was.” 

“Blindly follow convention.” 

Han Yuan waved his hand dismissively. “Whatever. Anyway, 
I’m heading to the cave. You in?” 

Cheng Qian steadily unfurled his “honest and simple” ex- 
pression for Han Yuan to see. “No, thanks.” 


Faced with outright refusal, Han Yuan initially felt disap- 
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pointed, but this quickly shifted to disdain. Able-bodied but 
feeble-minded boys like Han Yuan were often contemptuous 
of good children like Cheng Qian, viewing them as excessively 
obedient. 

“Another sheltered child,” Han Yuan grumbled as he shot 
Cheng Qian an unhappy look. 

Cheng Qian viewed his fellow disciple as an intellectually 
challenged, mangy dog, so investing emotions—be it love or 
hate, positive or negative—would simply be a waste of time. 
Thus, he picked up his teacup without displaying the slightest 
hint of attitude. 

Han Yuan eyed the other boy until he gradually let go of his 
displeasure on account of the earlier gift of sweets. This shift was 
accompanied by a blend of sympathy for Cheng Qian’s sheltered 
upbringing and disappointment in his unwillingness to rise be- 
yond it, all the while maintaining the moral superiority of a feral 
dog observing a domestic cat. He sighed and shook his head at 
Cheng Qian. 

“You sheltered kids are all so fragile.” 

Cheng Qian had already perceived the mountain’s spiritual 
awareness and hidden mysteries earlier that day in the Hall of 
Doctrine. At the same time, he had also puzzled out Li Yuns 
thought process. Li Yun wanted to know what was in the cave 
on the nights of the new and full moon but was reluctant to 
risk going against the sect’s regulations, so he had probably been 
looking for a scapegoat. 


Despite failing to persuade Cheng Qian, Han Yuan had still 
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managed to scrounge more food, so his visit had not been a 
complete loss. The “fragile” Cheng Qian courteously sent Han 
Yuan out and watched as he left, looking forward to what the 
dupe’s fate would be. 

What would happen to someone who violated the sect rules? 
Cheng Qian mused. Would he get a beating? A slap on the wrist? 
Be forced to copy scriptures? It wouldn't be a big deal if it were just 
copying scriptures. 

Try as he may, he could never have predicted what happened 


the next day. 
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an Yuan was missing. 

Muchun cancelled the morning lessons without even 
reciting his beloved sutras, instead leading a troop of attendants 
in turning over every stone on Mount Fuyao in search of the 
boy. Nonetheless, Han Yuan was nowhere to be found. 

Unaware of the nature of the cave, Cheng Qian did not real- 
ise the severity of the situation. When questioned by Muchun 
in the Hall of Doctrine, he candidly recounted Han Yuan’s at- 
tempts the previous evening to persuade him to explore the cave 
together. 

Muchun’s complexion instantly drained of colour. 

“Exploring the cave on the night of the full moon?” Yan 
Zhengming, who had been draped over a stone table like a pile 
of sludge, bolted upright. “What’s he trying to do, die?” 

Li Yun had his head lowered as he pretended to mind his 
own business, but he looked up at these words and asked anx- 


iously, “What's inside the cave during the full moon?” 
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The cave referred to an area with a pool located on the other 
side of the mountain. Other than the water being fairly deep 
for its small size, there was nothing noteworthy about it. The 
sect regulations merely forbade them from visiting it on the 
nights of the new moon and full moon but made no mention of 
restrictions during other times. Li Yun had explored the place 
during the day several times but never noticed any peculiarities. 

Yan Zhengming turned to him with a frown. “Li Yun, hav- 
ent I already told you? The cave leads to the Valley of the Yao. 
A greater YAO guards its stone gate, but the special position of 
the moon on those nights causes the gate to open. And the YAO 
with low cultivation or those who are still feral tend to be agi- 
tated. To prevent accidents, our sect forbids inexperienced disci- 
ples from roaming around the mountain on these two nights.” 

Li Yun was dumbfounded. Yan Zhengming had indeed men- 
tioned something of the sort when he had first joined the sect 
and asked about the cave, but that fellow’s words had not been 
this well-reasoned and logical! The answer he got was, “You're 
asking what's in that cave? Lots of greater YAO, of course, who 
will gladly gobble up a fat lamb like you. You're not even big 
enough to use as a toothpick between their fangs. Don’t wander 
about and end up as dinner!” 

It was the same flavour of gibberish as telling a kid if he didn’t 
go to sleep, the wolf would come and get him. How was Li Yun 
supposed to have known that it was real?! He paled. He had 
encouraged Han Yuan to go to the cave. Despite harbouring 


ulterior motives by luring the younger boy to scout out the place 
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for him, it was on the assumption that Muchun would merely 
discipline Han Yuan by copying the sect rules a few more times. 
Li Yun had never considered sending the boy to his death! 

Muchun paced about so swiftly that he was practically drift- 
ing across the room. Then he leaned over to grip Cheng Qians 
shoulder. “Did he tell you why he wanted to go?” 

Cheng Qian was in a state of shock. He felt just as uneasy as 
Li Yun, aware that he had not only been privy to the situation 
but also a bystander eagerly anticipating the unfolding drama. 
He might have been apathetic and acerbic, but he was far from 
malicious. If Han Yuan were to be tracked down and receive a 
slap on the wrist from Muchun as punishment, Cheng Qian 
would have definitely gloated over the misfortune. However, 
should Han Yuan end up dying... 

An icy tingle crept through his extremities, and he struggled 
to find his voice under the weight of Muchun’s gaze. “Han-shidi 
said that on the new moon and full moon nights, even novices 
can sense energy in the cave.’ 

Cheng Qian did not want to tattle on Li Yun because he felt 
both of them were equally reprehensible. To point fingers at one 
another would have been far too shameless. Unfortunately, the 
outcome was contrary to his expectations. Yan Zhengming, who 
was devoid of both tact and empathy, immediately filled in the 
missing information. 

“The ugly freak doesn’t have a clue about energy sensitivity.” 
Yan Zhengming put it bluntly. “It doesn’t take a genius to know 


it was Li Yun who put him up to it.” 
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Flustered, Li Yun stood taller and defended himself. “I-I was 
just sharing a theory. I mean, it’s not like I told him to go there. 
How was I supposed to know hed violate the sect rules just a 
few days after joining?” 

“You still have the cheek to spout nonsense,’ Yan Zhengming 
interjected curtly. “Li Yun, this isn’t the first time you've been 
up to no good. Did you think no one would notice you stir- 
ring up trouble as long as you were sneaky about it? As for the 
little freak, I don’t see any point in searching for him. If he was 
dragged into the Valley of the YAo last night, there'd be nothing 
left of him now. Some YAO’s probably sucked his bones dry.” 

The first part of his utterance was not a big deal, given that 
their mutual dislike had been brewing for a while. However, 
the second part made Li Yun go even whiter. He shot up, near- 
ly knocking over the stationery on the desk as he stammered, 
“Shifu, L.. 1... 1. 

Muchun’s gaze bored into him, and Li Yun found himself 
trying to avoid it. His mind went blank. He lacked the courage 
to admit that he had instigated Han Yuan’s actions or face the 
reality that he might be responsible for the younger disciple’s 
death. Indeed, if he had been able to face this reality, he would 
have also been bold enough to explore the cave with no need for 
a scapegoat. Cowardice, it seemed, was a pit of quicksand that 
Li Yun had stumbled into. A slight misstep might have offered 
him temporary respite... but could leave him forever mired in 
regret. 


Li Yun was uncertain of where to look. Finally, his panicked 
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gaze landed on Cheng Qian. Clutching at straws, he pleaded, 
“Cheng-shidi, you heard me, didn’t you? I-I wasn’t trying to 
trick him into going to the cave yesterday, was I? I never said he 
should visit the cave. I even told him that it’s against sect regula- 
tions.” 

Holding his tongue, Cheng Qian pressed his head even low- 
er. The subject matter was too cumbersome and weighed on his 
conscience so much it was difficult to breathe. 

Seeing Muchun already on his feet, the bewildered Li Yun 
called out “Shifu’, but before he could say anything further, the 
zhenren was yanked up into the air by an unseen force before 
slumping heavily back onto his stone stool. 

This disturbance was so noticeable that even Yan Zheng- 
ming, who was busy arguing with Li Yun, turned to him with a 
puzzled look. “Shifu, what’s going on with you?” 

Muchun did not reply, seemingly unaware of his pained back- 
side as he calmly adjusted his sitting posture. He waved at them. 
“Less talk, everyone. Cheng Qian, fetch the block of aged peach 
wood hanging over there.” 

Running so as not to cause delay, Cheng Qian retrieved an 
uncarved plaque of peace from the corner of the hall and hand- 
ed it to the zhenren. 

Cheng Qian found himself glancing a few more times at Mu- 
chun. The zhenren was sitting in the hall, eyes downcast, appear- 
ing no different than usual. However, Cheng Qian had always 
been able to read other people’s emotions with surprising accu- 


racy simply from how they breathed. As he looked at Muchun, 
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he knew something was off, but he could not put a finger on it. 
Despite the familiar face and posture, the man was shrouded 
with an indefinable, chilling sense of gloom. 

Cheng Qian wondered privately whether Muchun was infuri- 
ated by the matter with Han Yuan or by the fall on his tailbone. 
But before he could contemplate further, he saw the zhenren 
place his middle and index fingers together and slice directly 
into the peach wood as though they formed a knife. Despite his 
pale and weathered right hand being as dry and wrinkly as a pair 
of bony claws, his fingertips emitted malice like a steel blade 
chilled in an icy spring. A violent shudder ran through Cheng 
Qian as he realised belatedly that even mortals without energy 
sensitivity could perceive the power of talismans—it simply 
hinged on the skill of the crafter. 

The formation of this talisman unleashed an incredible pow- 
er that was felt by everyone present, rousing Mount Fuyao and 
causing it to tremble incessantly. Within moments, Muchun 
completed the talisman and took back his hands free of wood 
shavings. As he looked down at the newly formed talisman, his 
expression was strange. It was not the apathy of someone staring 
at an inanimate piece of wood but rather at a person. His gaze 
was marked by a blend of severity and disdain. 

“Zhengming, come here.” Muchun summoned his lead disci- 
ple, his words devoid of his usual draggy intonation. Every syl- 
lable carried the authority of one long accustomed to a position 
of power, effortlessly quashing any resistance. He handed the 


wooden plaque to the awed adolescent. “Take this and venture 
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into the cave in search of Zipeng-zhenren. Provide a thorough 
account of the situation and request her assistance. Don’t fret. 
Xiao-Yuan’s body remains intact. The YAo might not have 
harmed him yet, but you must act swiftly.” 

Although Yan Zhengming was usually sluggish like a sloth, 
he understood the gravity of the situation and had his priorities 
straight. He knew he was the only one Muchun could dispatch. 
He remained uncharacteristically silent upon being given the in- 
structions. He refrained from causing trouble or glancing at the 
bamboo litter and its two bearers, his typical mode of transport 
on the mountain. He accepted the talisman and grabbed his 
sword before hurrying out of the hall. 

Cheng Qian quickly brushed aside his concerns over Mu- 
chun’s odd behaviour. He deemed Yan Zhengming to be ex- 
tremely unreliable, and if he were the one to rescue Han Yuan, 
the former beggar was as good as dead! Without a second 
thought, Cheng Qian picked up his wooden sword. “Shifu, ’m 
going, too.” 

His request caused Muchun to pause while Yan Zhengming 
rolled his eyes. 

The zhenren finally gave a nod. “Very well, go then.’ 

Li Yun snapped out of his daze before catching up with his 
fellow disciples. In an unusually soft voice, he pleaded, “Shifu— 
I mean, Shixiong, please take me with you.” 

Yan Zhengming shot Li Yun a stony glare, neither agreeing 
nor disagreeing. He picked up his pace but allowed these two 


little burdens to trail along. He retrieved a piece of white silk 
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from his robes and tossed it along with the plaque to Cheng 
Qian. “Won't make a difference whether you come or not. Here, 
get the wood shavings off for me.” 

Yan Zhengming displayed never-before-seen swiftness, while 
Cheng Qian, equally unusually, refrained from his usual wry 
ways. Guilt-ridden over his part in Han Yuan’s situation, Cheng 
Qian was committed to rescuing him. He was too preoccupied 
to take anything Yan Zhengming said to heart. Going as far as 
to let go of their past disputes and grievances, he caught up to 
the older boy and inquired meekly while wiping at the talisman. 
“Who's Zipeng-zhenren?” 

Since Yan Zhengming had received no criticism or com- 
plaints, he had to wordlessly declare a truce. As he regained his 
composure, he felt a twinge of embarrassment for bickering with 
a little brat who barely came up to his chest. He hesitated before 
replying matter-of-factly, “She’s a greater YAO who serves as the 
guardian of the cave and is quite friendly. I’ve paid respects to 
her on Shifu’s behalf during New Year's.” 

“What kind of YAO is she?” asked Cheng Qian. “Wouldn't it 
be better if Shifu paid his own respects?” 

“Absolutely not,’ snapped Yan Zhengming, moving like the 
wind. Cheng Qian had to scurry along on his stubby legs to 
keep up. The older disciple continued, “It’s best if Shifu didn’t 
meet with her because she’s an old hen. Look, if you want to tag 
along, you'd better stop with the questions. Don’t break any ta- 
boos once we've entered the Valley of the Yao unless you want 


to stay behind and keep that brat company.’ 
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Cheng Qian took a while to realise that Muchun likely avoid- 
ed Zipeng in order to prevent any potential misunderstandings. 
After all, a weasel-like man paying respects to a chicken during 
New Years did not exactly scream good intentions, certainly 
nothing positive. 

Then he was hit with the realisation that Muchun wasn’t Like 
a weasel—he was a weasel! 

Meanwhile, the weasel was in a bad state. After the disciples 
had left, he dismissed all the attendants then slumped against 
the desk. A wisp of black fog seeped out from his chest and took 
the rough form of a HUMAN. Right hand trembling violently, 
Muchun rasped at the entity that had possessed his body, “Have 
you gone insane?” 

After a long silence, the shadowy figure replied quietly, “Not 
even the King of the YAo would act rashly as long as my imprint 
is present. The kids will be fine as long as they hold onto my tal- 
isman. Rest assured that this trip is just an opportunity for them 
to gain experience.’ 

Face sullen, Muchun was under some form of constraint 
preventing him from standing. “I may not be a particularly tal- 
ented cultivator, and my eyes arent what they used to be, but 
I can still recognise a set of manifest and latent talismans. It’s 
just a journey to the Valley of the YAo. An ordinary talisman 
like a lightning lure would have sufficed for protection. Also, 
given Zipeng’s character, she wouldn't make things difficult for 
a bunch of kids. What exactly are you planning? What did you 


embed the latent talisman with?” 
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This time, the figure did not respond. 
Muchun shouted, “Speak!” 
The figure swiftly dispersed, leaving behind only a faint sigh. 


Less than a month after joining the sect, Cheng Qian was 
faced with the worst crisis of his life. As a weasel’s disciple, he 
had to follow the vain, troublesome, “His Ladyship” Yan, and 
the pretty troublemaker, Li Yun, in order to infiltrate a henroost 
to rescue a former beggar who had joined the sect because he 
shared his beggar’s chicken with the sect leader. 

But what if the hen wouldn't let Han Yuan go? What if by 
the time they arrived, Han Yuan had already been gobbled up? 

Cheng Qian glanced at the talisman in his hand which Mu- 
chun had carved and tossed to them without explaining its 
purpose or usage. Yan Zhengming had accepted it without ques- 
tion, so did he know what to do with it? Cheng Qian found it 
hard to believe that the scion’s magnanimous mind knew what 
to do with anything other than incense. He again braced him- 
self and asked in a humble tone, “So, do you know what this 
talisman is for?” 

Yan Zhengming replied without the slightest hesitation, “It’s 
a lightning lure.” 

The forthright response allowed Cheng Qian to breathe out 
in relief. After all, the older disciple could sense energy and 
knew the art of talismans. Otherwise, he would not look so 
composed. Had Cheng Qian grasped the extent to which Yan 
Zhengming embodied the saying, “A little knowledge is a dan- 
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gerous thing’, he would not have felt relieved so soon. 

Yan Zhengming had only shot a careless glance at the object 
and mistaken it for a lightning lure—since they looked some- 
what alike—and came to the confident conclusion. The overly 
active scion enjoyed learning swordsmanship over carving those 
detestable wooden blocks because the latter proved too tedious 
for his impatient nature. To cope with Muchun’s inspections, 
he memorised only the general shapes of the most common tal- 
ismans without any awareness that in the realm of talismans, a 
minor difference could result in major consequences. 

The three inexperienced adolescents, each unpredictable in 
his own way, swiftly made their way around to the other side of 
the mountain, climbing towards the top. The two older boys 
knew the route well and travelled effortlessly, while Cheng Qian 
did his best to follow. 

A nearly vertical cliff and a bottomless chasm were visible be- 
tween the rocks, from which cold winds spun upwards. Cheng 
Qian found himself glancing down through the cracks, and his 
heart skipped a beat. The bottom of the chasm felt too far down. 
Having never climbed to such a precarious place, he ducked 
his head down. His heart pounded in his chest, but eventual- 
ly, when he managed to somewhat recover his composure, he 
found the profound abyss irresistibly enticing. 

Cheng Qian inhaled deeply to fight back his queasiness then 
poked his head out cautiously for another peek. As someone 
who had been playing it safe for all his life, he realised he had a 


fondness for the danger of overlooking the abyss. 
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“What are you gawking at? You want to tumble down and ex- 
plode like a meat pie?!” Yan Zhengming could not stand Cheng 
Qian leaning so far over the edge. He gripped the younger boy 
by the shoulder and dragged him back. 

He did not understand why these little brats enjoyed engag- 
ing in risky behaviour so much. First, Han Yuan poking around 
bird’s nests, and now this. He found himself reminiscing about 
his own childhood, always well-behaved and mischief-free. Were 
Shifu’s recent initiates all weirdos? 

Of course, the delicate Master Yan had never engaged in any 
mischief like stealing birds’ eggs. Considering that he was so lazy 
that he had a litter carry him to the morning lessons, not even 
the largest bird eggs could have tempted him to move a limb. 

The sound of water greeted them. Yan Zhengming aggressive- 
ly scraped the mud off the sole of his shoes against a large rock. 
His face was twisted in such loathing as though his shoes getting 
muddy was the most heinous crime in the world. After clearing 
the gunk off, Yan Zhengming glared at Li Yun, scolding, “You 
wanted to see what the cave looked like, didn’t you? Well, you've 
got your wish. Look all you want. You can stare at it until you go 
blind!” 

From the scion’s face, Cheng Qian spotted a complex blend 
of hostility, contempt, disgust, and other negative emotions. Yan 
Zhengming had been pampered to the extent that he displayed 
all his emotions without attempts at concealment. Li Yun was 
ashen to the point of translucency, and Cheng Qian wasn’t any 


better. If the two seniors tried to maul one another, how would 
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his short, insignificant self pacify the flames of war? 

But Li Yun accepted the senior disciple’s wrath without a 
word of protest. He thought maybe receiving a few more cutting 
remarks from Yan Zhengming would somehow soothe his own 
guilty conscience. 

Yan Zhengming shot the younger boy a scathing look before 
leading them to the pool they had heard. “Can you two swim?” 
He continued without waiting for a response, “It’s fine if you 
can’t. Just hold your breath and stay close. Don’t flop about 
down there.” 

With a look of utter disgust and resignation, Yan Zhengming 
grabbed Cheng Qian’s wrist as if forced to touch a pile of dog 
droppings. 

Cheng Qian had never encountered hands like these. They 
certainly were the most meticulously maintained hands he had 
ever seen, even finer than those of Yan Zhengming’s hair-comb- 
ing maidservant. The few inconspicuous calluses were evidence 
that this fellow lacked diligence in his daily sword practice and 
written homework. There was no trace of a hangnail on the ex- 
ceptional pair of fair and beautiful hands. 

The next thing he knew, Cheng Qian was dragged into the 
frigid water, and the chill almost stole the breath he had been 
holding. Water foamed and splashed everywhere as the trio 
leapt in. Disoriented, Cheng Qian could only clutch the talis- 
man tightly while being dragged forward. 

A boulder soon obstructed the trio’s path. Grabbing Cheng 


Qian’s sleeve to use as a rag, Yan Zhengming wiped away the 
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greenery from its surface to reveal a tiny illustration of the Big 
Dipper. He felt about the bowl of the spoon before pressing 
down on a particular spot with his thumb. Someone more fa- 
miliar with astrology would have recognised this as correspond- 
ing to the North Star. The boulder opened up with a deep rum- 
ble, and Cheng Qian would have been swept away by a massive 
torrent of water if he had not been clinging to the rock with all 
his limbs. 

Then he made a desperate lunge... and found solid ground 
beneath his feet. 

Beyond the opening in the boulder was a long passageway 
that ran through the water and plunged into the depths like a 
transparent tunnel. Water droplets began sliding down from 
Cheng Qian’s form, silently rejoining the larger body of water 
beyond the invisible barrier, and his clothes gradually dried. A 
flight of stone steps just wide enough for a single user mean- 
dered underfoot, spiralling downwards into the valley’s unfath- 
omable depths. 

Holding his gaudy sword, Yan Zhengming was the picture 
of vigilance, but he was also wary of provoking anyone and 
kept the blade sheathed. As they descended the seemingly end- 
less stone steps, the surroundings grew increasingly frigid and 
gloomy. 

Li Yun, who had remained silent all this while, could not help 
exclaiming, “He... how on earth did Han-shidi do it? Where did 
he find the nerve to come all the way down here by himself ?” 


Cheng Qian’s own doubts were mirrored in Li Yun’s question 
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because, based on his limited understanding of Han Yuan, the 
dog-fearing coward had never shown such a bold spirit of ad- 
venture. 

Yan Zhengming scoffed while wearing a scowl that could cur- 
dle milk. “Isn’t it obvious? The YAO revere the new and the full 
moons. On those nights, the gates open, and the entire valley 
drifts skyward, so the cave he saw last night wasn’t like this, of 
course. Maybe try using your brain before asking such foolish 
questions.” 

Yan Zhengming managed to verbally slap the other boys and 
their unused brains into shameful silence. Out of nowhere, he 
stopped dead in his tracks, causing the distracted Cheng Qian 
to barrel into him. 

The young boy was only tall enough to reach Yan Zheng- 
ming’s chest, so the older boy effortlessly stopped the former 
with an arm. Even the icy pond water had not managed to wash 
away the orchid fragrance clinging to his clothes, which was so 
strong Cheng Qian felt an itch in his nose. Then came a loud 
rip, and he looked down to see the part of his sleeve stained 
with green gunk torn off. 

Yan Zhengming was unapologetic about his disgust. “Get 
that filthy thing off of you. Do you not know proper hygiene?” 

He spoke like he was not responsible for dirtying Cheng 
Qian’s sleeve in the first place! 

Suddenly having his sleeve cut off like that one emperor did 
to his male lover, Cheng Qian changed his mind about Yan 


Zhengming resembling a young maiden. No decent maiden 
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a husband. 


would have acted like such a scoundrel for fear of never finding 


The stairs eventually came to an end, and they came to the 
entrance of a cave higher than two men stacked on top of each 
other. The two massive stone doors, which should have been 


closed, were ajar, revealing a glimpse of its eerie interior. 


“That’s odd,” Yan Zhengming breathed. “Why hasn’t 
Zipeng-zhenren shut the door?” 


HuMANS and YAO walked different paths in life, and Yan 


Zhengming had a personal aversion to furry and feathered crea- 


tures, so he projected his aversion onto others, believing that 


his furless self was similarly unwelcome here. The cave wasn’t a 


pleasant destination to begin with, and the peculiarities on this 


day evoked a sense of unease in the usually carefree scion. 
When he finally stepped between the doors, he was envel- 
oped by a sweet fragrance, but his squeamishly delicate nose 
caught the subtle metallic tang of blood. Carved on the inside 
of the doors was an imprint of a chicken feather so faded that 


the tail end was nearly invisible. He could immediately tell that 
its owner was probably in a bad state. 


As he scanned the surroundings, his heart skipped a beat. 
What had happened to Zipeng? Was she nearing the end of her 


lifespan, or had someone hurt her? Zipeng was a greater YAO 
with over eight centuries of cultivation and considerable power. 
It should have been impossible for them to infiltrate her dwell- 
ing without being detected. 
Yan Zhengming decided to keep silent just in case. He 
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turned, signalling to his two troublesome companions to do the 
same, before gingerly approaching a second sealed stone door 
and attempting to twist open its lock. Mid-twist, he stopped 
and growled softly at Li Yun and Cheng Qian, “Step back, dim- 
wits. Are you trying to make yourselves an easy target?” 

Cheng Qian and Li Yun promptly retreated to either side. 

Yan Zhengming cranked the mechanism until it created 
a grating creak, and the stone door emitted a hoarse groan. 
Goosebumps erupted on Cheng Qian’s arms as the coppery 
scent of blood assailed his senses. The wind howled ominous- 
ly, but before he could cry out a warning, he glimpsed a glint 
of steel as Yan Zhengming drew his sword—a metal one this 
time—its snowy-bright glare searing his eyes. An icy wind waft- 
ed in the wake of the glow, stirred up by Yan Zhengming and 
swirling into a vortex within the narrow doorway. 

Regrettably, the meagre strength of a youth facing a greater 
Yao was as futile as an ant trying to shake a tree. Yan Zheng- 
ming felt a sharp shock on his hands that were too cosseted to 
bear the impact. The sword slipped from his fingers before he 
had a chance to react and clatter loudly to the floor. Hand near- 
ly numb, he was forced back eight paces. 

The three boys looked down only to see a feather resting 
beside the gleaming sword. A terrifying silence filled the air as 
they realised the feather had knocked the weapon down. Cheng 
Qian noticed that Yan Zhengming’s expression was bleak. 

After a long pause, the older boy brushed off the dirt on his 


clothes with a frown on his face. “Greetings, I am Yan Zheng- 
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ming from the Fuyao Sect. At my shifu’s behest, I have come to 
pay respects to Zipeng-zhenren.” 

The entity inside responded with a furious roar that pum- 
melled his eardrums. Ears ringing, Cheng Qian felt a tightness 
in his chest as a wave of nausea hit him, and he almost threw up. 
Amidst the echoes, he strained to make out the curt and suc- 
cinct command. 

“Begone!” 

It was the hoarse voice of an elderly female, adulterated by a 
hint of dreadful viciousness, perfectly consistent with the im- 
age of an old hag in folktales who liked gouging out hearts and 
feasting on them. Rubbing his ears, Cheng Qian wondered if it 
was the mentioning of “Fuyao Sect” or “my shifu” that had set 
her off. Yan Zhengming claimed to have paid respects to Zipeng 
on Muchun’s behalf—had he insulted her by performing the rit- 
ual three miles from her doorstep? The bewildered Cheng Qian 
craned his neck to study Yan Zhengming. 

If the two younger boys were honest, one held himself in high 
regard, and the other was filled with devious and rotten ideas. 
Neither of them had been willing to admit anything remarkable 
about Yan Zhengming. Yet, judging from the current crisis, they 
both had to agree that in the event of a physical confrontation, 
Yan Zhengming was the only one they could somewhat pin 
their hopes on. He was the oldest and the tallest. He had also 
learnt swordsmanship for the longest, not to mention he could 
sense energy. Sadly, as soon as the greatest fighter amongst them 


unsheathed his sword, the old Yao effortlessly sent it flying with 
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one of her feathers. 

Yan Zhengming was ghastly pale, and cold sweat rolled 
down his cheeks. Wishing to maintain his dignity, he stood his 
ground, even managing to muster a haughty smile. 

Despite his efforts to be heroic, Cheng Qian hoped that Yan 
Zhengming would not smile, since the latter’s smirk often riled 
up urges in others to smack him with a shoe. It would bode 
poorly if they angered the powerful Yao. 

“Apologies, zhenren. We do realise that we’ve come uninvit- 
ed, but an ignorant young disciple of our sect went missing last 
night, and we suspect he has stumbled into the cave.” Struggling 
against the immense pressure from the cavern, Yan Zhengming 
strove to sound more convincing. “My shifu said that our sect 
has co-existed in harmony with the guardians of this cave for 
generations. Surely a noble and magnanimous YAO like yourself 
wouldn't want to jeopardise our amicable relationship over a 
young child.” 

Cheng Qian was astonished and impressed by Yan Zheng- 
mings speech despite its lack of fluency. Witnessing the disciple 
who could barely sit still to do his work muster the courage to 
confront a greater YAO was a sight to behold. Equally unexpect- 
ed was the revelation that the scion knew how to communicate 
properly. Cheng Qian realised the usual idiotic demeanour was 
deliberate, fuelled by his pampered upbringing. 

Unfortunately, as much as Cheng Qian was impressed by the 
reasonable, lengthy plea, it failed to sway the old hen. Zipeng’s 


response was a single, unyielding word: “Begone!” 
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Humiliated twice in a row, Yan Zhengming was on the brink 
of an outburst but reined himself back in time. Despite his un- 
pleasant expression, he knew better than to throw a tantrum on 
the spot. The scion was capricious, not death-seeking. At age fif- 
teen, he had enough sense to know whom he must not provoke. 

He knew Zipeng could squash the three of them like ants 
underfoot. He gnashed his teeth, feeling truly perplexed and 
anxious. In their previous interactions, the old hen’s temper had 
been poor, but her tone had never been this harsh, and she had 
certainly never stooped to finding trouble with young, newly 
initiated mortal cultivators. 

Then he had a sudden flash of insight—something serious 
must have happened to her. 

Li Yun could not help whispering from behind, “If she 
doesn’t let us in, I-I think, well, why don’t we fetch Shifu?” 

Yan Zhengming might not have behaved recklessly to- 
wards Zipeng, but he had no such qualms when it came to this 
shit-stirring junior. Without looking at him, Yan Zhengming 
retorted, “It took us almost two hours to get here. If we return 
by the same route to fetch Shifu, the round trip will take at least 
half a day. Are you suggesting we bring Shifu here just to collect 
Han Yuan's body?” 

The imposing stone doors and an ominous chill swept away 
the sweat from Li Yun’s forehead, sending a violent shiver 
through him. He nearly succumbed once more to the trap of 
cowardice at the prospect of facing in direct confrontation a 


formidable Yao who clearly rejected their presence. It took ev- 
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erything for him just to stay on his feet. But the thought of Han 
Yuan... 

The thought of retreat sounded the drums of conscience 
within Li Yun. After a painfully long moment of hesitation, he 
still chose to beat a retreat. 

“But we can’t even get past this door, let alone face all the 
YAO inside. I-I mean, if Han-shidi came in last night and is 
still fine—maybe we don’t need to rush things right now... We 
could...” 

With the metallic tang of blood heavy in the air, Yan Zheng- 
ming secretly trembled on the spot. Zipeng’s lack of courtesy 
also filled him with indignation. Caught between shivering with 
fear and being livid, he wavered between fight or flight. But Li 
Yun’s attempts to deflect responsibility swiftly broke the dead- 
lock, igniting a fury that burned away his fear. As it turned out, 
Yan Zhengming wasn’t one to hold back towards those close 
to him, so all the disrespect that he had endured from the bird- 
brained YAO was re-directed onto his newest punching bag. 

“Li Yun, oh, Li Yun.” Yan Zhengming flashed his signature 
infuriating smile. “How noble of you to suggest that!” 

Cheng Qian sensed that his fellow disciples were on the verge 
of parting ways and knew he had to pick a side. Clutching the 
talisman, he walked over and retrieved Yan Zhengming’s fallen 
sword. He then took his place beside Yan Zhengming and said 
to Li Yun, “If you want to fetch Shifu, you can go by yourself” 


Now that Yan Zhengming was bolstered by support, his arro- 
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gance swelled. His signature sneer, peculiar and insincere, played 
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about his lips. He didn’t have to snort when his raised eyebrows 
and slightly upturned eyes conveyed his derision, which was so 
potent that it was palpable from a distance. 

“Even this kid knows better than you,’ Yan Zhengming re- 
torted to the ashen Li Yun. Turning to the youngest boy, the sci- 
on was so agitated he could not quite recall his name and hastily 
substituted it with something similar. “Um, what’s-your-name... 
Tonggian, was it? Come with me.” 

To prevent that former beggar with an underbite from be- 
coming the dumpling filling for some hungry Yao, Yan Zheng- 
ming decided to risk it all. 

Considering that Zipeng had only repeated the same com- 
mand, he thought it might have been a false show of strength. 
She must have been either restrained or seriously injured. Oth- 
erwise, why would the old hen barricade the doors and vehe- 
mently try to prevent them from entering? 

Meanwhile, Cheng Qian trailed behind, rather exasperated 
about being called a copper coin. 

“Um, Shixiong, it’s Cheng Qian, not Tong Qian.” 

Yan Zhengming chuckled as if to say he didn’t care whether it 
was “Tong Qian” or “Cheng Qian”. After reclaiming his sword, 
he tilted his chin up at Cheng Qian. “Shifu isn’t here, but you 
have the water lure that he made. If worse comes to worst, we 
can flood this lousy place!” 

Cheng Qian nearly tripped on his own feet. He was sure he 
had heard “lightning lure”! Why was it now a “water lure”? Did 


the sect’s talismans possess such extraordinary versatility that 
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they could freely shift between the five elements? 

Cheng Qians gaze fell on Yan Zhengming’s hand gripping 
the sword, and he was pleasantly surprised to discover that it 
was trembling nonstop. The older boy was not as fearless as he 
had been pretending to be. 

Great. Cheng Qian was beyond unimpressed. The pampered 
scion was terrified but still remembered to put on a show of bra- 
vado. 

In reality, both boys were acutely aware of their limited capa- 
bilities and put up false fronts while breaking out in a real, cold 
sweat. 

The winds picked up again, and the stone door creaked as it 
slowly opened inwards. The old hen had fallen for Yan Zheng- 
ming’s nonsense and opened the door! 

Cheng Qian, the seasoned faker, was unfazed, but Yan 
Zhengming struggled to hide the smugness that threatened to 
lift the corners of his mouth. He brushed off imaginary lint and 
elegantly wiped the cold sweat from his palms onto his clothes 
before beaming with pleasure. “Thank you, zhenren.” 

The clueless Li Yun was caught off guard by the “boldness” of 
his fellow disciples. About to be left behind outside the door, he 
did not know what to do. Though petrified, he could not find 
it in himself to turn tail and flee. He eventually plucked up the 
courage to follow them inside. 

Beyond the doorway was a grotto, but no old, man-eating 
hag awaited them. Instead, a giant bird lay paralysed in a corner, 


and it was not an old hen as Yan Zhengming had claimed. Its 
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brilliant golden feathers lay dull and lifeless on the floor. A hazy 
image of a HUMAN female hovered above its huge head. Her 
voice may have been hoarse, but her appearance was not old, 
resembling a maiden in the flower of youth. 

Zipeng glimpsed the wooden plaque in Cheng Qian’s hand 
and demanded, “Whose talisman is that? Let me have a look.” 

Yan Zhengming was about to continue with his nonsense 
when she interrupted him, “Silence, whelp. Did you genuinely 
think you could fool me with your tricks? Bring it here!” 

The next moment, Cheng Qian felt an invisible force envelop 
him and drag him towards the bird. Yan Zhengming reached 
out to stop him in time, and his elbow collided forcefully with 
Cheng Qian’s chest. The impact loosened the boy’s grip on the 
talisman, and it fell to the floor. Zipeng wrenched the talisman 
through the air. 

Yan Zhengming realised that his initial guess was correct, but 
as the saying goes, even a wounded tiger is dangerous. Despite 
her serious injuries and limited mobility, she could effortlessly 
finish off the three of them. 

They watched as the YAO reached for the talisman in mid-air. 
A burst of intense light illuminated the dark cave, and the three 
boys’ eyes flew shut. A startled exclamation echoed throughout, 
and when they reopened their eyes, they saw the talisman safely 
lying on the floor. 

Zipeng appeared distressed, her HUMAN form appearing 
even weaker, and muttered as she cowered, “It wasn’t him—it 


was L-Lord Beiming!” 
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Cheng Qian was a novice, while Yan Zhengming was an ig- 
norant dilettante—they stared at one another, confused as to 
who this “Lord Beiming” might be. 

Li Yun, who had been minimising his presence, finally whis- 
pered as quietly as a mouse squeaked, “Lord Beiming isn’t just 
anybody. The mythical Beiming Sea is said to be a vast and 
tranquil water in the north, existing in infinite darkness. So, 
the Patriarch of the Demon Pantheon is often called Beiming， 
and later it became ‘Lord Beiming’ If I may, Zipeng-zhenren, 
our shifu Muchun made this talisman, not some Lord Beiming. 
Look, there are still some wood shavings on it.” 

Cheng Qian whispered, “What’s a Patriarch of the Demon 
Pantheon?” 

Although uncertain, Yan Zhengming responded, “The most 
powerful of the cultivators who take the unspeakable path, may- 
be? The biggest, baddest fiend?” 

Cheng Qian could not picture his shifu ever qualifying for 
the title of “the biggest, baddest fend 一 but, to be fair, a weasel 
was not exactly a benign presence for a chicken. 

“Lies!” Zipeng exclaimed. Shifting her attention to Cheng 
Qian, she pointed a blurry hand at him. “Come here, kid.” 

Yan Zhengming intercepted the boy before he could utter a 
word. He gave the latter a subtle shake of the head before strid- 
ing towards Zipeng. 

“Zhenren, my fellow disciple here, has just joined and hasnt 
memorised all the sect rules yet. I’m afraid he might accidentally 


cause unwanted offence. If you have any instructions, I think it'd 
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be best if you addressed them to me.” 

Watching the older boy from behind, Cheng Qian stifled a 
smile. Yan Zhengming had grown taller, but his body had not 
yet filled out, still retaining a lanky frame. For the first time, 
Cheng Qian thought Yan Zhengming was not as inept as he had 
thought. 

Zipeng snapped, “I called Fim! Not you!” 

As soon as Yan Zhengming frowned, Cheng Qian clutched 
his arm and offered reassurance. “It’s fine, Yan-shixiong.” 

While resisting the overwhelming YAO energy that surged 
towards them, Cheng Qian approached Zipeng only to hear her 
command. “Pick up that talisman.” 

Cheng Qian retrieved the item as instructed. Once his fingers 
touched the wood, he sensed a menacing aura from the plaque 
as if trapped within it was some violent beast. As though recog- 
nising Cheng Qian, the beast gradually drew its energy back and 
went dormant once more. The initial incandescence subsided, 
and the plaque settled down in his hand. 

Cheng Qian glanced at the Yao directing him, and his fear 
ebbed. He wondered when he would be mighty enough to view 
everything with contemptuous disregard, when he would be 
capable of roaming every inch of this world, unbound by con- 
straints, instead of quivering in the presence of an old Yao? 

Zipeng stared intently at the talisman, her expression under- 
going multiple changes. Her tone softened slightly. “You were 
searching for someone, you said? I can consider helping you. 


Listen, in the Valley, there is a certain Terrace of Immortality 
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with a restriction set on it 一 we of the YAO clan cannot enter, 
but HUMANS can. If you retrieve that which lies on the terrace 
for me, I'll return the trespasser to you.” 

To a centuries-old Yao like Zipeng, a ten-year-old bird would 
have just begun its cultivation journey and perhaps might still 
be snacking on lowly worms. Zipeng’s words, peppered with ob- 
vious loopholes, were clearly attempts to spoon-feed nonsense 
to the three youths, like offerings of worms to naive nestlings. 

Alas, this deception fell flat, since they were not hatchlings. 
The shrewd minds of the fellow disciples all thought, Ugh! 
What nonsense. 

They communicated via a silent exchange of glances and 
knowing winks. In the end, Yan Zhengming made the call— 
they would make their way into the valley first. As for what to 
do when they got back... 

Yan Zhengming had not considered that far ahead. Anyway, 
given Zipeng’s condition, she might even be dead by then, sav- 
ing them the trouble. 

The trio immediately set off from Zipeng’s abode. With his 
keen eyesight and nimble hands, Yan Zhengming discreetly col- 
lected the feather that Zipeng had shed before departing. An- 
other waterway awaited them outside, shallow enough for them 
to reach the end with two quick splashes and climb ashore, 
arriving at their “friendly” neighbours’ dwelling—the Valley of 
the YAO. 

Emerging from the water, Yan Zhengming stuck the soaked 


feather in front of Li Yun. “Ever heard of the old saying, ‘the fox 
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impersonates a tiger to borrow its might’? Well, today, we have a 
bastard turtle masquerading as an old hen to borrow her author- 
ity! You look so ridiculous and scared! Here, take this and drum 
up some courage. Now, hurry and think of a plan to find him. 
We need to head back before dark.” 

Li Yuns heart pounded with anxiety. “Yan-shixiong,’ he in- 
quired cautiously, “are there any taboos we need to observe in 
the valley at night?” 

Yan Zhengming ranted in exasperation, “Seriously? Taboo, 
shmaboo! I need to go home and bathe! Can’t you see that my 
feet are plastered with mud!” 

Cheng Qian could tell that Yan Zhengming meant business. 
The scion’s fierce expression suggested that he was this close to 
hacking his own feet off. However, since a person only gets one 
pair of feet per lifetime, he deigned to spare his fleshly body. 

Li Yun was proficient in various recreational techniques, and 
under the weight of Yan Zhengming’s expectations, he nervous- 
ly gnawed on his fingernails while racking his brains. He even- 
tually rose to the occasion by devising a lousy plan, pulling out a 
small bottle that Cheng Qian recognised. 

“Isn't that the toad feet-washing water?” 

Clutching at his masterpiece and shattered heart with both 
hands, Li Yun cast a gloomy look at Cheng Qian. “I think you 
meant the Golden Toad Divine Water.” 

Three drops of the concoction transformed a tiny pebble into 
a hopping toad. Fuelled by horror and revulsion, Yan Zheng- 


ming stared daggers at it, his expression even more unsightly 
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than when Zipeng had sent his sword flying. 

Cheng Qian began to understand why his two seniors were 
at loggerheads. 

Li Yun told the toad, “Find Han Yuan.” 

The toad croaked in response and hopped away. 

Li Yun motioned for them to follow it. “The potion is a mix- 
ture of golden toad urine and the Five Poisons Water. A few 
drops can transform small items like leaves, paper, or stones into 
toads. I turned a leaf into a toad the other day, and Han-shidi 
played with it for a while. The toad should be able to find him 
using the potion’s scent on his person.” 

Yan Zhengming was on the verge of a breakdown. “What do 
you mean? He hasnt changed his clothes in days? Or has he not 
bathed in days? Who would live like that?!” 

Cheng Qian also turned green after learning about the ingre- 
dients. “Li-shixiong, you didn’t have to explain it in that much 
detail.” 

The efficacy of the toad urine was limited. The stinky toad 
only hopped for several yards out before fizzling out and re- 
verting to a pebble. Li Yun added a few more drops and sighed, 
“Well, I did make this for fun, and it isn’t a talisman, so its ef- 
fects are limited. This is my final bottle, so we have to make it 
last until we find Han-shidi.” 

As the toad hopped off, its creator watched on with what 
looked like sympathy as though reluctant to part with it. Cheng 
Qian shuddered at just how odd of a character Li Yun was. 


With intermittent hops, the toad guided the trio through the 
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increasingly dense forest, but out of nowhere, the lively thing 
convulsed before flopping over with all four limbs in the air. 

Yan Zhengming picked up a branch longer than his arm and, 
with a sleeve over his nose, prodded at the toad. “Did it finally 
die from shame because it understood how it was born?” 

With a faint pop and a panicked look on its face, the dead 
toad reverted to a pebble. Despite Li Yun’s best efforts, no 
amount of potion could bring it back to life. 

Li Yun scratched himself out of anxiety. “Well—” 

Yan Zhengming’s expression abruptly changed. “Shh!” 

He sprang up and tossed the stick away. In one swift motion, 
he drew his sword and aimed it towards a patch of greenery that 
was rustling ominously. Then came a furious roar as a massive 
creature with the head of a man and the body of a bear emerged, 
standing at twice the height of a person. A terrifying set of teeth 
gaped from its gigantic head, and a coppery stench wafted from 
it, so strong it could have been felt miles away. As soon as it 
barged into view, it sent a tree flying with a swing of its paw. 

Yan Zhengming shoved Li Yun. “Don’t just stand there! 
Run!” 

Li Yun was frozen in place, but the talisman in Cheng Qian’s 
hands radiated an intense heat. 

A calm male voice rang out. “Stay still.” 

Yan Zhengming spun around. “Who's there?!” 

The voice spoke again, “Don’t be afraid. All of you, come 
here.” 


This time, the three identified the source of the sound and 
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turned their gazes to the plaque in Cheng Qian’s hand. Li Yun’s 
eyes widened in surprise. “T-there are talking talismans?” 

His response amused the talisman, and its voice gentled. “Just 
a few lesser YAO. Don’t worry, they can’t hurt you.” 

Before it had finished speaking, the “lesser” Yao charged 
towards them, causing the ground to quake with each step. No 
wonder Li Yuns toad, as cowardly as its owner, chose to play 
dead! The trio of two-legged youths had no hope of outrunning 
the beast even if they wanted to flee now. 

As the saying goes, when it rains, it pours. A chilling roar 
sounded from a short way away, and a colourful snake tail coiled 
around the bear’s torso. The massive bear was lifted into the 
air and slammed back down, creating a large crater deep in the 
earth. The surrounding ancient trees and shrubs all suffered a 
crushing end amidst a cloud of dust. Even Yan Zhengming had 
no time to bother with his white clothes, now stained with 
mud. 

Just a few “lesser” YAO? Despite the rarity of a talking talis- 
man, the three boys could not shake the feeling that it was just 
all talk and no walk. After all, a piece of wood couldn't actually 
die, could it? 

The serpent YAO finally revealed its colossal body. The upper 
half of its face resembled that of a HUMAN except for a pair 
of slit-like pupils, while the lower half was covered in scales. 
Forked tongue flickering, it slithered so swiftly through the foul 
haze of the forest that it left only afterimages in its wake. Cheng 


Qian shivered at the grating sound of scales chafing against the 
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ground but could not see the serpent until it had sunk its fangs 
into the bear YAo’s neck, sending a geyser of blood into the air. 

The bear YAo’s mostly anthropomorphic face reflected stark 
terror before it collapsed with a heavy thud, its massive body 
convulsing in its death throes. Meanwhile, the serpent tightened 
like a noose around the bear, rolling back and forth with its 
writhing prey. 

Amidst heart-wrenching screams and struggling, the bear 
died. Looking into those cloudy, lax pupils, Cheng Qian felt an 
icy dread take over him. 

The serpent released the bear’s corpse and slithered back- 
wards, in what Cheng Qian assumed was an attempt to confirm 
its kill, but the next thing he knew, it buried its head into the 
corpse and tore a clean hole through the torso. When it eventu- 
ally reared up, towering fifteen feet in height, a bloody Yao core 
was clamped in its fangs. 

Li Yun threw up the contents of his stomach. To think that 
he had been neighbours to these creatures for over a year and 
even considered exploring this place on the nights of full and 
new moon! Yan Zhengming felt the blood from his chest surge 
desperately to his limbs. The sight shook him to the core, and 
he thought he might have lost feeling in his legs. Without his 
sword for support, he would have collapsed. 

Only Cheng Qian remained, staring at the gore, heart 
pounding. As his gaze fixated on the snake feasting on the bear's 
remains, he felt an emotion he did not quite understand. 


Could he also decide the life and death of a being as long as 
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he was powerful enough? 

He did not have long to dwell on the thought, as the serpent 
was slithering towards them. As though carelessly, it coiled its 
sinuous body around immensely thick tree trunks and effort- 
lessly toppled them in a chaotic heap. Within the confines of 
the cramped forest, the serpent’s movements were impossible to 
avoid as it swept aside all obstacles in its path. 

Yan Zhengming gripped Cheng Qian’s shoulder with one 
hand, his sword with the other, all the while holding up the 
limp Li Yun. Mentally and physically drained, Yan Zhengming 
had no damn idea what to do now. 

While his legs remained weak, his mind quickly calmed. 
There was little hope of escape from death. The thought of being 
torn apart one bite at a time and drenched in this beast’s saliva 
filled him with existential dread. The revolting image set against 
the grim situation they were in catalysed him into action, and 
the idea of death, even if temporarily, no longer fazed him. To 
his own surprise, his trembling hand and sword steadied. 

Jaws clenched, Yan Zhengming made up his mind to battle 
this giant worm to the bitter end. He would at least remove 
some of its scales, and if defeat were inevitable, he vowed to end 
himself so as not to suffer the putrid stench before breathing his 
last. 

The moves that had eluded complete comprehension for 
so long roiled to the fore and miraculously pieced themselves 
together in this moment of crisis. For reasons unbeknownst to 


him, the serpent appeared to move more slowly. Rotating his 
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wrist, he aimed at the beast’s eyes and braced for impact. Under 
no circumstances could he miss the initial strike. 

Yan Zhengming held his breath as the serpent closed in... 

And brushed past them. 

Its wriggling tail passed within inches of Cheng Qian’s ankle, 
but the beast behaved as though oblivious to their presence, 
simply slithering away. Amidst the terrifying rustling, the trio 
remained completely still and silent until they could finally hear 
their own heart once more, now chaotically pounding after the 
brush with death. 

Only after his instincts to fight faded did Yan Zhengming 
lower his sword. His limbs felt impossibly heavy, and he strug- 
gled to support his own weight. Cold sweat drenched his back, 
trickling down his spine like icy droplets. Staring at his weapon, 
he experienced a sudden moment of enlightenment. 

If Muchun got wind of this, he would likely lament about 
not having tailored Yan Zhengming’s education to his quirks for 
all these years. Imagine if he had a warty toad sit on the scion’s 
workbench during talisman practice with instructions to lick his 
hand whenever he got distracted! The scion would have made 
tremendous progress in cultivation. 

“As I mentioned,’ the wooden plaque’s calm and reassuring 
voice sounded again, “with my presence, you need not fear these 
lesser YAO.” 

Cheng Qian eyed the plaque with suspicion. He found the 
voice strangely familiar but could not place it. He stuffed the 


plaque into the hands of the stunned Yan Zhengming before go- 
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ing to the bear's corpse, less-than-useful wooden sword in hand. 

Yan Zhengming was still moist with sweat, and Cheng Qian’s 
action only made him sweat even more. He watched in disbelief 
as the audacious little brat climbed onto the corpse. “What are 
you doing?” he hissed. “Get down from there!” 

While giving Yan Zhengming a dismissive wave, Cheng Qian 
located his target. Dangling from the bears waist was a “sword” 
that it had not managed to draw in time: a two-foot weapon 
crafted from the fang of some beast, with a convenient hollow at 
the base for holding. The tip was razor-sharp and gave off an ee- 
rie glint, which suggested to him it might have been coated with 
poison. 

Li Yun and Yan Zhengming, eyes wide and mouths agape, 
watched as Cheng Qian nonchalantly discarded the wooden 
sword for a fang ominously stained with gobbets of its former 
owner's flesh and blood. Holding the tooth, the tiny boy looked 
even tinier, and his face appeared sombre under the dangerous 
glint. 

Gripping the weapon with both hands, Cheng Qian hopped 
off the corpse and brandished it. Though unwieldy, it did not 
deter him. He stabbed it forward, and with a resounding thunk, 
he effortlessly breached the bear’s thick hide, smoothly slicing 
into its chest as if cutting through mud. It might have been 
cumbersome, but he was content with its incredible sharpness. 

“What in the...” Li Yun muttered. “What is he even?!” 

Yan Zhengming chuckled dryly, unsure of what to say. 

The snake had ignored them, which confirmed the plaque 
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was effective. However, Cheng Qian was reluctant to fully en- 
trust it with their safety. Only when wielding the hefty tooth 
did he feel a sense of true security. 

With one of the YAo slain and the other departed, there was 
no immediate threat in the vicinity. When Li Yun again dripped 
some “divine water” on the good-for-nothing pebble, of course, 
their guiding toad “awakened”, hopping about merrily as it led 
them on their way. 

Yan Zhengming made a few attempts to converse with the 
talisman, but it went mute, refusing to answer any further ques- 
tions. 

At least not until the toad led them to the top of a small hill. 
Upon reaching the top, the toad glanced downwards and was 
aghast. It promptly repeated its previous tactic of flipping over 
on the ground and playing dead. Following close behind, Li 
Yun went up to it and took a look over the top as well. The view 
made him turn and flee, crashing into Cheng Qian behind him. 
The impact nearly sent both tumbling down the slope. 

Cheng Qian slammed into a rock, the pain in his lower back 
making him see stars and nearly drop his new weapon. He could 
not hold back his cutting remark like he could a cry of pain. “Li- 
shixiong, | know you might want to join your precious toad in 
death, but I never agreed to go with you!” 

Li Yun clutched Cheng Qian’s collar with both hands, un- 
able to get a single word out of his quivering lips. Realising 
that something was truly amiss, the younger boy turned to Yan 


Zhengming and found him stiff, just like Li Yun. He inquired 
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curiously, “What's the matter?” 

Yan Zhengming stood rooted where the pebble-turned-toad 
had perished in the line of duty. He could hardly believe his 
eyes. Below the hill, an intense battle was raging. Thousands of 
greater YAO of dizzying variety clashed tooth and nail, locked 
in desperate combat in the air and on the earth. The ground 
flowed with crimson, its original colour obscured. Gobs of flesh 
flying everywhere, the macabre scene mirrored a slaughterhouse. 
Compared to these creatures, the bear and serpent YAO earlier 
were indeed /esser YAO. 

The previously silent wooden plaque spoke up once more, 
“Stop staring. If this were real, the clamour and stench of blood 
would have long reached the other side of the mountain, and 
you wouldn't have had to climb up here to notice.” 

The terrified kids were jolted to their senses. Upon closer 
inspection, they found the scene was indeed illusory. Li Yun 
heaved a sigh of self-deceptive relief and asked anxiously, “If I 
may ask, this isn’t real, is it?” 

The voice chuckled. “This place is called the Valley of Visions 
because it shows what’s truly happening, not here, but else- 
where.” 

The voice’s calloused tone bore the indifference of one accus- 
tomed to bloodshed and carnage, and alarm bells immediately 
began ringing in the three young minds. They exchanged silent 
glances with one another while the entity in the wood remained 
oblivious to their apprehension. “Cut through this valley then 


climb over the mountain ahead. There you'll see the Terrace of 
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Immortality. The scene shown in the valley is unfolding near the 
terrace. Take me there then continue the search for your shidi 
on your own.” 

Yan Zhengming responded dryly, “We’re here for that kid 
with an underbite, not to get ourselves killed. Who the heck are 
you, anyway?” 

A plume of white smoke rose from the wooden plaque in 
response. After the smoke cleared, a lifelike image of their long- 
necked, small-headed shifu materialised before them as if Mu- 
chun stood there in the flesh. However, Yan Zhengming did not 
react kindly upon seeing the old weasel he knew so well. Instead, 
he flung the plaque to the ground and aimed his sword at it. 
“How dare you impersonate my shifu!” 

Despite the fierce rebuke, “Shifu” took no offence. His eyes 
curved into a smile before he transformed into an indistinct 
shadow shaped like a skinny, umbrella-shaped mushroom. 

“I won't use your shifu’s likeness then. But he personally 
carved me, the “mushroom” replied amiably. “Xiao-Zhengming, 
you might not trust me, but surely you trust your shifu, don’t 
you?” 

When Yan Zhengming hesitated, the “mushroom” redoubled 
its efforts of persuasion. “Besides, it was Xiao-Yun's guiding toad 
that brought you here, wasn’t it? This means that Xiao-Yuan 
must also be up ahead, so you were going to head that way, 
werent you?” 

Yan Zhengming looked down in the direction indicated by 


the toad before it died in service and pondered for a moment. 
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They'd already come this far. It would be ridiculous to turn back 
now. What if that little beggar really was just up ahead? Given 
his absolute trust in Muchun, Yan Zhengming promptly low- 
ered his sword along with his doubts. He bent down to retrieve 
the wooden plaque while instructing impatiently, “Lead the way 
then.” 

As the entity led them through the lifelike fangs and talons 
of the YAO horde, they suffered mental torture all the same. The 
journey felt inordinately long. Cheng Qian was certain that 
after this experience, he would no longer be afraid of tales of a 
deserted village shrouded in darkness or some ghost that gouged 
out the hearts of unfortunate people. 

Cheng Qian could not suppress his curiosity. “Why are they 
doing this?” 

The entity explained calmly, “When the Yao of the prophecy 
is born, it syphons off power from the King of the Yao. When 
the king becomes weak, his subjects will rebel and attempt to 
seize the throne, since they certainly don’t ascribe to the usual 
Confucian etiquette of venerating elders and superiors.” 

Cheng Qian was outraged by this disregard for etiquette, 
but then he recalled Zipeng’s rudeness and how the serpent had 
slain the bear and seized its YAO core without batting an eye. 
He became convinced that YAO cultivators were nothing but a 
bunch of lawless beasts. If so, it was only natural that they would 
rebel just because they had nothing better to do. 

Yan Zhengming asked, “If the Yao cultivators follow such 


traditions, fine, but why are you going to the terrace? Just to 
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watch?” 

This time, the “mushroom” replied in a grave tone, “It'd be 
an ill omen for bloodshed to be present when the prophesied 
YAo is born. If they continue to make war amongst themselves, 
I fear that the YAO will become a cruel and bloodthirsty being, 
a future calamity that will befall Mount Fuyao. Thus, I must in- 
tervene to prevent it from happening.” 

Yan Zhengming didn’t quite understand. “What are you try- 
ing to say?” 

Instead of answering, the entity bluntly changed the topic. 
“There’s some commotion under the bridge up ahead. The per- 
son you're looking for should be there.” 

Deep within the valley was a marsh filled with sludge. What 
was once a river was now dried up, leaving behind a bridge 
carved with the heads of various animals. Underneath the bridge 
were several columns and arches where Cheng Qian spotted a 
group of wretched-looking creatures with pointy snouts framed 
by whiskers and long, skinny tails trailing behind them. Every- 
thing pointed to their status as lesser rat YAO. 

One assigned to be a lookout had his head poking out of one 
of the archways, beady eyes scanning around, while the remain- 
ing were gathered inside. Activities were in full swing as they 
crowded around the no-good former beggar. 

Thrashing about, Han Yuan looked like a slippery mudskip- 
per. Two rats had him pinned down while a third piled pawfuls 
of mud onto him. Judging by the large bonfire nearby, the rats 


were apparently planning to turn Han Yuan into a human ver- 
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sion of his favourite dish, beggar’s chicken. It was a clear case 
of “what goes around comes around”. The boy was going to be 
roasted in a ball of clay just like the innocent chickens he had 
devoured. 

Both Han Yuan and the rat YAO saw the party of three, since 
the mysterious entity did not deliberately conceal their presence 
this time. The former nearly cried from joy. He howled at the 
top of his lungs, “Save me, shixiong, save me! Let me go, you fat 
rats! My fellow disciples can control the elements and beat you 
up without even touching you! They'll call down lightning and 
zap you into a crispy, juicy meal!” 

The young boys who could allegedly call down lightning were 
not sure how to react. 

Staring at the thick layer of mud caked on Han Yuan, Yan 
Zhengming pulled an extremely pained expression. “We should 
just let them roast him.” 

As he uttered the last syllable, the lookout rat lunged towards 
them. Having witnessed the great battle between snake and bear 
and the mutiny of the YAo horde, the boys barely felt intimi- 
dated by these wretched-looking rats not that much taller than 
them. 

Yan Zhengming thrust the plaque at Li Yun before drawing 
his sword to engage the rat who swiped at him with its claws. 
As he parried the attack, the rat’s claws landed on the large 
gemstone embedded in the weapon. To the dismay of the rat, its 
claw broke, while the gem remained unscathed. It let out a furi- 


ous screech then snapped at the sword. Yan Zhengming angled 
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his elbow up, landing a blow to its nose. The rat let out a grunt 
and fell to one side, right next to Cheng Qian, who had been 
waiting. 

Proficient at least in the starting form of the sect’s swordplay, 
Cheng Qian had assumed a stance while staring unblinkingly at 
the fight. The disoriented rat, still seeing stars from the elbow 
jab, collapsed under his newly acquired weapon at such a con- 
venient angle that, without a second thought, he executed the 
attack and dispatched the brave rat to paradise. 

While Cheng Qian himself was stunned by the one-hit kill, 
the remaining rats flung Han Yuan aside, realising this would 
not end without a fierce fight. They split up and rushed the trio. 
They would fight to the death against these fools who had the 


gall to steal their dinner. 
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he rats unanimously avoided Cheng Qian who was now 
Te with blood and flesh. Two of them bounded to- 
wards Yan Zhengming, and the third at Li Yun, who had been 
acting like a mere bystander during this all. 

Li Yun frantically patted himself down only to realise he had 
forgotten to arm himself amidst the chaos of Han Yuan going 
missing. In a last-ditch effort, he unfastened the brilliantly 
coloured feather from his collar and waved it at the incoming 
assailant. As Zipeng was a Great Power, even her feathers were 
extraordinarily powerful. The rat recoiled at the sight of it. 
Bright, beady eyes fixed on the boy, it circled him repeatedly as 
it cunningly gauged whether he was faking it or was a power not 
to be trifled with. 

The rat’s persistent circling filled Li Yun with dread, result- 
ing in untimely cramps in his calves. Knowing that he could 
not show any sign of weakness, he had no choice but to endure 


it. He put on a brave mask, which resembled someone strug- 
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gling not to pee in his pants. Fortunately for him, Cheng Qian 
promptly came to his aid with that fang. 

Cheng Qian had swiftly regained his composure after com- 
mitting murder, strangely devoid of the shock and unease that 
he expected. As he held the bloodstained tooth in his hands, 
he was as calm as if he had simply split open a cabbage. When 
this calmness was displayed on his face, he looked just like the 
Reaper's apprentice, here to claim lives. As though a penchant 
for killing loomed over the delicately pretty child, the first traces 
of an iron will and ruthlessness became evident. He soon found 
that it was the rat who feared him. With each step he took, the 
rat took one backwards while baring its teeth in an attempt 
to scare him off. Seeing the weakness in his opponent, he only 
grew more confident and kept pushing the rat back. 

When the attempts at intimidation failed, the rat understood 
that it was up against a formidable enemy and immediately 
fled with its tail tucked between its legs. After all, every being 
possessed spiritual essence, and the path of cultivation was a 
difficult one. No sensible Yao would risk its life after cultivating 
so arduously to transcend. With their companion’s hasty escape, 
although the other two rats had not yet figured out what hap- 
pened, they also scurried off just to be on the safe side. Just like 
that, the mischief of rat Yao disbanded as though suffering a 
catastrophic defeat. 

Collapsing on his backside, Li Yun finally had the liberty to 
cramp up all over. However, they did not even get to catch their 


breath after their first triumph when Yan Zhengming heard 
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strange noises from behind. 

Cheng Qian, who was some ways off, spotted the source of it 
and shouted, “Watch out!” 

Yan Zhengming threw himself forwards and deftly executed 
a move from the second form called the Endless Cycle. As his 
sword struck something hard, he felt a dull pang in his wrist and 
heard a hoarse roar. He whipped around, bringing his sword 
with him, and saw a huge lynx nimbly landing a few paces away. 
Before his eyes, it promptly shifted into a form that was almost 
fully HUMAN, save for its claws. It cracked an eerie grin and 
licked its lips with a crimson tongue. It was no wonder those 
rats fled in such haste! And now the hunter had become the 
hunted. 

Yan Zhengming, with his fine skin and tender flesh, looked 
delicious to the hungry lynx. It excitedly pawed the ground be- 
fore launching itself at him like a lightning bolt. Its powerful, 
nearly indestructible claws slammed down on Yan Zhengming’s 
sword with crushing force. When the boy tripped backwards, 
the lynx, sensing sweet victory, morphed mid-pounce back to its 
feline form. It pinned him down and opened its ravenous jaws. 

Li Yun and Cheng Qian were nowhere near him, not to 
mention the incredible speed at which the sequence played out. 
They could not have reached him in time even if they had want- 
ed to. In desperation, Li Yun stuck a hand into his pocket, fished 
out the first thing, and heaved it at the lynx. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Cheng Qian saw what it was. 


“No, don’t—” 
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But it was too late. The small porcelain bottle smashed 
against the lynx’s head and spilt the remainder of the Golden 
Toad Divine Water square in the face. The well-groomed feline 
turned into a colossal toad before their eyes. For a moment, 
even the lynx-turned-toad froze. The next moment, the shocked 
and furious creature attempted to roar but only managed a 
grating croak. When its tongue lolled out, it was so alarmed by 
the long, skinny appendage that it forgot how to retract it. The 
tongue dangled over the creature’s chest and managed to brush 
against Yan Zhengming’s delicate neck. 

The boy, who had narrowly avoided the jaws of death, went 
berserk. A primal scream ripped from his throat. “I can’t believe 
you, Li Yun!” 

Fuelled infinitely by his obsession with cleanliness, he sent 
the toad flying with a kick. Discarding any notions of technique 
and form, he hacked at the Yao with the fervour of a hysterical 
woman engaged in a hair-pulling brawl. 

Now in the form of a toad, the lynx did not have its steel- 
like claws and could barely manoeuvre about on its new legs to 
dodge Yan Zhengming’s attack. Run through by the blade, it 
writhed and bucked before reverting to its original form and 
breathing its last with its eyes still open. 

Curiously, the murderer appeared even more deserving of 
sympathy than the deceased lynx. Sword in hand, he wished he 
could just end it all. 

Cheng Qian and Li Yun helped their pathetic shidi to his 
feet. In a flurry of activity, they patted off the layer of dried mud, 
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which revealed his naked body mottled with dirt. Cheng Qian 
gave Han Yuan a quick visual examination before turning to the 
indignant Yan Zhengming to report his findings. 

“Yan-shixiong, didn’t you ask whether Han-shidi had bathed 
or changed his clothes since playing with the toad? Well, I have 
the answer. He hasn't bathed.” 

Face void of emotion, Yan Zhengming sheathed his sword. 
He was convinced that the person who ought to end himself 
was Han Yuan. 

The boy in question was crying out of joy because he saw 
them. “Shixiong... Xiao-Qian—” 

He rushed to embrace one of them as a way to rejoice in their 
reunion. Sadly, none of his three fellow disciples shared his joy, 
because they scattered like a flock of startled birds. 

While Yan Zhengming vehemently wiped at his neck which 
had been defiled by the toad, he pointed at the instigator, Han 
Yuan, and barked, “When we get back, I’ll make sure you get 
disciplined as per the sect’s regulations!” 

Han Yuan was too scared to talk back. His gaze darted about 
wildly as he sought an ally. Finally, he stared pleadingly at 
Cheng Qian, who was wiping the blood off his own face with 
the sleeve he had left. The younger boy was parched and hungry 
and lacked the strength to maintain his gentlemanly charade. 
He revealed his true nature with a cutting remark. 

“Shidi, you should probably fix your brain before you try cul- 
tivating immortality.” 


Han Yuan stared in astonishment at the “gentlemanly” 
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Cheng Qian. He had now suffered significant damage physically 
and emotionally within one day. 

Finally, Li Yun stepped in to ease the situation, raising the 
wooden plaque in his hand slightly and suggesting, “Shixiong, 
shouldn't we go to the Terrace of Immortality first?” 

Yan Zhengming snorted before leading the way. After a quick 
think, Li Yun removed his outer robe and handed it to Han 
Yuan, not wanting the Fuyao Sect disciples to earn a reputation 
amongst the YAO for being averse to wearing clothes. 

The Valley of Visions and the Terrace of Immortality were in 
close proximity, and the wind soon brought over a thick stench 
of blood. A black fog the size of a man arose from the plaque 
in Li Yuns hands, vaguely reminiscent of a HUMAN figure and 
triggering Cheng Qians forgotten memories; he had seen this 
person in his dreams! 

Han Yuan, oblivious to the mysteries surrounding the plaque, 
made a startled exclamation. “Oh my mother, what’s that?!” 

The shadow hung silently in the air, exuding solemnity. Al- 
though Cheng Qian could not see the face, he could sense an 
inviolable calmness, as if the entity was preparing to sacrifice 
himself. Recalling Zipeng’s words, Cheng Qian let his curiosity 
get the better of him. “IfI may, are you... Lord Beiming?” 

“Beiming?” The shadow chuckled, his words only faintly 
heard. “Who’s truly worthy of such a title? Such things are 
merely the grandiose delusions of mortals blind to their limita- 
tions.” 


After pondering these words repeatedly, Cheng Qian man- 
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aged to decipher the implications—this was practically an ad- 
mission. 

Was “Lord Beiming” not an infamous fiend? Why would he 
possess a wooden plaque? Was he possessing the plaque, or was 
he tied to Shifu’s talisman? Could it be that the talisman crafted 
by Shifu was neither a water lure nor a lightning lure but an evil 
lure? Did such a talisman even exist? 

Cheng Qian found himself completely in the dark about 
such matters. He realised how little he knew about cultivation. 
He was clueless and lacked the means to make sense of the be- 
wildering occurrences unfolding before him. 

Thanks to Lord Beiming’s shadowy presence guiding and 
protecting them throughout, the various YAO either could not 
see them or fled from a distance. This meant that the entity had 
not intervened in their “thrilling” battles with the rats and the 
lynx because the battles were to him like children squabbling 
with mice and a kitten. 

The Terrace of Immortality was a sacrificial altar, towering 
loftily, that was built in the deepest point within the heart of the 
Valley of the Yao. The terrace was resoundingly empty since the 
YAO could not approach it. The land surrounding it had already 
become a carnage-filled battlefield. 

The three boys had already seen this scene in the Valley of 
Visions and were somewhat mentally prepared. However, the 
bloodbath left Han Yuan stupefied. Only now did Han Yuan 
truly grasp the nature of the place he had trespassed into and the 


fact that his seniors had come all this way for him. He was only 
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alive thanks to sheer luck. The greater YAO of the valley had 
been too busy killing one other to bother with him! 

Out of nowhere, the plaque in Li Yuns hand snapped apart, 
and a fleeting luminescence streamed across the talisman be- 
fore fading into obscurity. The shadow that was Lord Beiming 
escaped the confines of the plaque, his form growing more dis- 
tinct. Tall and lean, he was draped in a long, ebony robe. His 
sleeves rustled in the wind like glossy crow feathers, revealing 
his pale, slender hands adorned with an antique ring. The black 
fog still shrouded most of his face, save the chin, which was the 
same lifeless shade as his hands. 

Cheng Qian felt an inexplicable afhnity with Lord Beiming. 
The next thing he knew, a golden radiance flashed across Lord 
Beiming’s form, and he transformed into a swirling black cloud 
that rushed head-first towards the valley, only leaving behind a 
faintly heard reminder: “Return post-haste.” 

A stark realisation dawned on Cheng Qian. Lord Beiming 
would not be coming back. 

“Oh!” Li Yun, who was knowledgeable in extracurricular sub- 
jects, exclaimed, “I got it! That golden light on him was a latent 
talisman!” 

Even Yan Zhengming was rather stunned. “It’s true that latent 
talismans can be created with water or even clouds, but... could 
they be engraved on a HUMAN?” 

“That can’t have been a HUMAN, Li Yun replied confidently. 
“Tt was a soul. I once read a book of strange tales that document- 


ed the existence of a Great Power who chose the path of evil. 
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This master of talismans could carve latent talismans even on 
souls. He left latent talismans on countless souls, binding them 
to his will for eternity. Lord Beiming probably has an ability like 
that—” 

“Li Yun.” Yan Zhengming cut Li Yun off as soon as he had 
composed himself and noticed the other two boys were listen- 
ing with bated breath to his tale. “Shut up. We must go!” 

The black fog shrouded the entirety of the terrace and the val- 
ley, isolating the battleground from its surroundings. Standing 
atop a hill adjacent to the terrace, the boys realised they could 
not hear the battle cries or smell the stench of blood anymore. 

A sudden blaze sprang forth from a corner of the shrouded 
terrace before spreading across at unimaginable speed. 

Yan Zhengming felt his blood run cold. “Close your eyes!” 

The others obeyed, but the blinding light still penetrated 
their eyelids, searing and reddening their vision. The Valley of 
the YAO was plunged into a fiery inferno. The intense light and 
flames raged and raged before finally subsiding, leaving only 
the impenetrable, black fog that occupied the terrace. It loomed 
there, vast and unmoving as if it had been there since time im- 
memorial. 

Cheng Qian was the first to try to open his eyes, but he was 
still seeing stars. He blinked hard to clear his vision... 

...and saw an egg, about two feet tall, slowly rolling towards 
them. 

Han Yuan had gone without food and drink for an entire day 


and night, and his stomach was as empty as ever. Seeing the un- 
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usually large egg, he gulped audibly while his face betrayed his 
hunger. “W-what’s that?” 

“Beats me.” Yan Zhengming backed up and shot a warning 
glance at Han Yuan. “Just don’t touch it! Don’t poke about at 
random! And wipe the slobber off your face! We ve got to hurry 
back. Shifu’s probably beside himself with worry.” 

It was indeed getting dark, and the valley teemed with dan- 
ger. Without the protection of the plaque and its resident, Lord 
Beiming, the return journey would be even more dangerous 
than when they had entered. The group did not linger and si- 
lently retraced their steps. Even the typically noisy Han Yuan 
did not make a peep. Those who had to eke out a living in the 
world valued loyalty to friends above all. Han Yuan would etch 
this act of kindness of his fellow disciples in his heart. 

As they left, the egg, reluctant to give up, tumbled after them 
relentlessly like a whirlwind. It did its best to manoeuvre around 
obstacles and avoid being cracked. 

Li Yun shot a suspicious glance back at it. “A YAo egg? What 
is it following us for?” 

Cheng Qian, still holding the fang, replied coolly, “Maybe it 
wants to be a cooked egg.” 

Perhaps the poor egg understood the words or sensed the 
malice in them. It quivered on the spot until eventually, it me- 
andered about in a circle, gingerly avoiding the younger boys 
before rolling to a halt at Yan Zhengming’s feet. 

Yan Zhengming paused for only a moment. He walked 


around it, fully prepared to ignore it, but after taking a few steps, 
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he found himself casting a backward glance. Strangely, he sensed 
profound disappointment emanating from its glossy eggshell, 
which evoked his pity. He finally gestured to Han Yuan. “You... 
Go pick it up.” 

Han Yuan stared blankly at Yan Zhengming. “Huh? You just 
told me not to touch it!” 

Li Yun was also surprised. “Yes, Yan-shixiong, why?” 

Yan Zhengming frowned as he wondered how to answer. He 
couldn’t say it was because he found the egg rather pitiful, could 
he? 

Then an idea came to him. He hastily came up with some- 
thing convincing. “Didn't Zipeng ask us to retrieve the item on 
top of the Terrace of Immortality? Since YAO can’t access the 
terrace, she probably has no idea what's on there, so let’s fool her 
with this egg.” 

Mentally and physically exhausted from the long walk, the 
group had already forgotten the thorny matter of Zipeng. Now 
that he had mentioned it, the others hastily concurred but 
was unable to shake the feeling that the usually unreliable Yan 
Zhengming was being unusually meticulous. 

Strangely, their return journey was more peaceful even 
though they did not have Lord Beiming’s protection. They were 
initially apprehensive when they encountered some yet untrans- 
formed lesser YAO scurrying past them, but they realised they 
were worried for nothing. 

Very soon, they made their way back to Zipeng’s abode, 


where the giant bird still lay prone, but without the female 
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image hovering above her. They were not sure whether she was 
dead or simply asleep. Yan Zhengming signalled for his juniors 
to be quiet as he stole over to investigate. 

He was hoping the bird might spare them the trouble by dy- 
ing on her own, but he knew it was unlikely that they would be 
so fortunate. 

Just then, a series of cracks came from behind, and the jittery 
youths quickly scanned their surroundings. Their gaze eventual- 
ly settled on Han Yuan—or rather, the dauntless egg cradled in 
his arms. A web of tiny cracks was radiating across the shell. 

The next thing they knew, a piece came loose from the cen- 
tre of the web. Han Yuan’s eyes widened as he realised that the 
thing poking out of the egg was not a beak but a hand—the 
hand of an infant. 

As Han Yuan hurriedly set the egg down on the floor, the 
other boys gathered around and watched in bewilderment as an 
infant crawled out, all while a greater YAO lay dead or uncon- 
scious behind them. 

As far as they could tell, the fleshy thing resembled any other 
HuMAN infant. Despite being newly hatched, it had the appear- 
ance of a one-year-old and was already crawling. On its back 
was a pair of dark, symmetrical birthmarks. Han Yuan poked at 
the egg baby with his mud-stained hands before glancing some- 
where he had no business looking at and saying something he 
had no business saying, “I think it’s a girl.” 

The infant tumbled forwards after being nudged in the back. 


As she flailed, she discovered that she was less mobile than she 
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had been in the egg. She let out a sad and regretful whine. 

Which would have been insignificant, had it not caused 
Zipeng’s dwelling to tremble. Han Yuan, closest to the infant, 
fell on his butt. “What the blazes was that?!” 

A feeble voice replied, “The prophesied one.” 

Yan Zhengming swiftly drew his sword and turned around. 
Unbeknownst to them, Zipeng had manifested her HUMAN 
form again, a hazy image which hung above her bird form. 
Overall, she was the picture of a being on her deathbed. Lacking 
the energy to acknowledge anyone else, she only had eyes for the 
infant fumbling about. Myriad emotions stirred within her. 

“This child is the offspring of our late queen and a mortal, 
and by all rights, should have been executed at birth. Her Majes- 
ty covered herself in HUMAN blood and braved the torment of 
a thousand cuts and the agony of lightning strikes to reach the 
Terrace of Immortality, all to place her unborn child in safety 
before meeting her end. 

“This vile spawn is part HUMAN, so the terrace did not 
recognise her as one of us and strike her down with lightning, 
which would have killed even His Majesty the King, had he 
tried to approach. Thanks to this, the egg was safe while remain- 
ing dormant for a century, which led everyone to believe it was 
stillborn. Little did we realise that the prophecy predicting the 
greatest calamity of our kind would still come true.” 

Han Yuan felt light-headed trying to process everything but 
managed to grasp the crux of the matter. “No way? The queen 


cheated on the king?” 
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Exasperated, Yan Zhengming hissed, “Can you shut up al- 
ready...” 

Meanwhile, Cheng Qian had pieced it together: they had 
unwittingly brought back the mysterious item Zipeng wanted— 
this egg! The King of the Yao might have been aware that his 
power would be seized by the YAo of this prophecy but was 
powerless to remove her because YAO could not step onto the 
Terrace of Immortality. But then, who had removed her from 
atop the terrace? Lord Beiming? 

“Bring her over to me, Zipeng said. 

Yan Zhengming’s guard went up. “What do you want?” The 
scion realised that his tone had been overly abrupt and back- 
tracked just as abruptly. “I beg your pardon, but the chicklet’s 
just hatched.” 

Admittedly, Yan Zhengming could not get himself away from 
the little half-breed bastard fast enough when it made its first 
noise. However, disdain aside, he did not even consider handing 
her over. According to Zipeng, the chicklet was like a cuckold 
sign hanging over the king, and since Zipeng was a high-ranking 
general under his command, there was no knowing what she 
would do to the hatchling. Pedigree aside, the chicklet had done 
deeds neither good nor bad since hatching, so Yan Zhengming 
didn’t think it fair that anyone could pass judgement on her. 

Zipeng had not expected resistance. Her frail form grew 
more distinct as she turned to the boy. “You insolent—” 

But it was too late. The stern tone had frightened the infant, 


who hiccoughed and scrunched her tiny face. She shakingly 
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took a deep breath then erupted into a long scream that sent 
such awesome echoes that the cave shook, and rocks large and 
small came loose. Zipeng’s abode threatened to collapse in on 
itself. 

Yan Zhengming cried, “Run!” 

Panicked, Han Yuan stared at the wailing baby. “What about 
this?” 

Li Yun leapt up, dodging a falling rock that almost hit his 
feet. He danced about while instructing, “Take her, just take 
her! Don’t worry! She doesn’t have teeth to bite you with!” 

Han Yuan summoned the courage to scoop up the tiny baby 
and carry her in a rather awkward position. Her shrill cries only 
intensified, now that she was even less comfortable than she had 
been on the cave floor. Han Yuan was still wearing the robe of 
the much older and taller Li Yun, which trailed on the ground. 
Amidst the dusty and rocky chaos, he tripped on the train and 
fell face-first. 

As luck would have it, beside him was the nimble Cheng 
Qian, who seized one of the baby’s legs, hoisting her up as 
though unrooting a carrot, just before Han Yuan squashed her 
to death. The prophesied Yao was evidently born unlucky to be 
put in such danger by these boys mere moments after its birth. 

Zipeng’s furious voice rang out in their midst. “You're not 
going anywhere!” 

The giant bird, slumped over as if on the brink of death, 
suddenly became powered by a burst of terminal vitality. The 


female icon above her head vanished as she rose, raised a massive 
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clawed foot, and brought it down to trap the boy and the infant. 

Without much thought, Cheng Qian tried to lift the fang to 
defend himself, but the unwieldy thing was too heavy for one 
hand—he was barely holding up the baby with his other hand. 
Only then did he regret having discarded his wooden sword by 
the bear’s body. He did not even have the luxury to get a better 
grip on the infant before he had to back up with her dangling 
from his hand. Zipeng’s enormous talon loomed over him, so 
massive as to block out most of his vision. There was nowhere 
to hide. And Li Yun did not have another bottle of potion to 
throw. His scalp crawled knowing the talon would be upon him. 
Any moment now. This was the end. 

Yet the piercing pain did not come. Cheng Qian looked up to 
see a piece of wood—the same two-inch-wide blade they used 
during sword practice—had intercepted Zipeng’s attack. The 
hand gripping the sword was gaunt, showing all the definitions 
of muscles, veins, and ligaments. 

“Shiful” Cheng Qian’s eyes widened. Never before had Mu- 
chun’s fluttering figure appeared so majestic. 

Muchun glanced at him and smiled. Then he swept his gaze 
across his group of miserable but sprightly disciples, mumbling 
in his usual fashion, “You boys... Never mind, leave now. Go 
back and wait for me.” 

Then with a turn of his wrist, he deftly pushed Zipeng’s mas- 
sive claw off to one side. With a resounding boom, the rumbling 
cave shuddered thrice more under the onslaught. Cheng Qian 


was reluctant to abandon Muchun, but Li Yun nudged him on, 
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speaking as quickly as he could, “Shifu is a weasel. Do you genu- 
inely think he can’t handle that old hen? Lets go and not get in 
the way.” 

Even Yan Zhengming had no objections. The four fellow 
disciples, plus a half-Yao infant, filed out of Zipeng’s cave. They 
scrambled up the same stone steps to the other side of the tun- 
nel. By the time they crawled out of the pond, night had fallen, 
and the moon glowed brightly overhead. 

Now that they were on land, Cheng Qian uncovered the in- 
fant’s nose and mouth. He set the furious baby aside, and a sigh 
of relief escaped him, marking the end of their mutual torment. 
The four boys unanimously avoided the subject of returning 
home. The clean freak forgot about his aversion to dirt, and 
the starved one forgot about his hunger. They plopped down 
around the pond and eagerly waited for Muchun to return. 

As the night deepened, it grew chillier by the water. Cheng 
Qian wrapped his clothes more tightly around himself. He 
glanced at Han Yuan, who was shivering in Li Yun’s thin outer 
robe, and thought that his shidi had brought it on himself. 

Arms crossed, Yan Zhengming fixed a stern gaze on Han 
Yuan. He had flung his sword far away, as it had been tainted by 
the foul innards of rats and a toad and was unworthy of coming 
in contact with him again. He resolved to kick the extravagant 
thing into the pond once Muchun returned safely. 

“You've only joined the sect for a month, and you've already 
broken the rule about exploring the cave. What’s next, are you 


going to raze Mount Fuyao to the ground? We should've let 
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those rats roast you for supper!” Yan Zhengming voiced Cheng 
Qian’s thoughts exactly. 

Bruised and bloodied, Han Yuan was triggered by the scold- 
ing and nearly retaliated with a defiant stare before he recalled 
the hardships and dangers that his seniors had braved to rescue 
him. This realisation quenched his indignation, and he hung his 
head, prepared to listen to the rebuke. 

Yan Zhengming was about to deliver another scathing remark 
when Li Yun intervened, whispering, “Yan-shixiong, Han-shi- 
di, it’s actually my fault. I goaded Han-shidi into exploring the 
pond and the cave. I didn’t know it was connected to the Valley 
of the YAO.” 

The other boys were stunned by his admission. 

Han Yuan might have been foolish, prone to theft and petty 
mischief, but he was not oblivious. He was petrified when he 
was hiding from YAO and when he was captured by rats to be 
made into supper. Of course, he also felt resentment and deep- 
ly wronged. Yet all bitterness evaporated when he saw Li Yun, 
unarmed, coming to his rescue along with the other two boys. 
Now that Li Yun was being frank, the last bit of unease in Han 
Yuan’s heart faded away. He hung his head in embarrassment. 
“No, I also wanted to come here myself. And it was you all who 
saved me.” 

“No, J didn’t.” Li Yun opened the floodgates, and the words 
he had struggled to speak all poured out in a rush. “When I 
went in there and found out what was inside, I was scared out of 


my mind. There were a few times I wanted to take off by myself. 
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If not for Yan-shixiong and Cheng-shidi...” 

This made Cheng Qian see Li Yun in a more endearing light 
than usual. He chuckled. “You thought you were the only one? I 
was terrified, too.” 

“Yes, you were absolutely beside yourself” Yan Zhengming 
said mockingly, “especially when you were doing the eigh- 
teen-touches with the body of that bear.” 

Although perplexed by the second half of the utterance, 
Cheng Qian defended himself. “I didn’t touch it eighteen times. 
I just wanted the sharp tooth for defence. The brave one was Li- 
shixiong, since he didn’t have any weapons.’ 

The irrelevant response made Yan Zhengming realise that 
he had unwittingly revealed his vulgar interests by referencing 
the bawdy folk song “Eighteen Touches”. A slight blush rose to 
his cheeks. It took Li Yun a moment, but he swiftly lowered his 
head to conceal his quick grasp of the lewd reference. Try as he 
might, he had tastes no more refined than the scion. Compar- 
atively, Han Yuan was far more candid than the sanctimonious 
pair. He cackled so hard that he toppled over, which prompted 
the little Yao to murmur in her sleep. That left the naive little 
Cheng Qian with a bewildered frown. 

Yan Zhengming felt mortified. He snatched up a pebble and 
flung it at the mouthy Han Yuan. The latter shielded his head 
as he dodged about, using the infant as an excuse. He motioned 
to her. “Serious matter here, serious matter, I say! Please, mercy! 
We still got a YAO on our hands. Are we taking her in or what?” 


“We'll have to see what Shifu says,’ Li Yun replied. I don’t 
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know what’s going on in the valley, but I know they wouldn't 
want her.” 

That made everyone go quiet. 

No one wanted her. 

Cheng Qian felt the words prick at his heart. He glanced at 
the infant, who let out a few whimpers before falling back into 
deep sleep, and could not help empathising with the similarly 
unwanted creature. 

“It’s highly likely that we'll end up taking her in,’ Yan Zheng- 
ming said. “Shifu has a hobby of collecting things and bringing 
them home. But we'd better come up with a name for her before 
he gets back, or else...” 

He shot a meaningful glance at Han Yuan, whose eyelids 
twitched at the mention of his own unfortunate name, then 
sneered. “If Shifu decides to name her ‘Han Shouzhi’—after her 
habit of sucking fingers... well, she’s going to hate it when she 
gets older.” 

They debated over elegant, sophisticated names and the 
fifty most common names for rural girls. Ultimately, it was 
Yan Zhengming who made the decision. “Since we fished her 
out from this puddle in the cave, let’s just give her a name that 
means pool, tan. She can take Shifu’s surname, so her name will 
be “Han Tan”” 

Han Yuan quickly gilded the lily. “Great. And her nickname 
can be shuikeng—a puddle.” 

Yan Zhengming didn’t even bother this time. He wasn’t go- 


ing to tarnish his image by laying a finger on the fool. 
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Although tired and battered, they felt an unprecedented 
sense of harmony and peace. 

Cheng Qian soon began to feel drowsy. Leaning against a 
rock, he dozed off amidst his fellow disciples’ carefree banter 
and horsing around. It was not until dew formed before dawn 
that he was started awake by a gentle push. After giving his eyes 
a good rub, he saw an exhausted Muchun looking at them with 
a face wrinkled with exasperation, a completely different picture 
to the zhenren who had protected his disciples with a wooden 
sword. 

The day trip to the Valley of the Yao was supposed to have 
four members, but now there were five. What was going on? 
Muchun scanned the group. His eldest disciple was grumpy hav- 
ing been awakened, his second disciple was so tired he did not 
even hold his head up to yawn, his third disciple looked dazed, 
and his fourth disciple was avoiding eye contact with him. 

“Do any of you know why I look old enough to be 
Zipeng-zhenren’s father despite being three hundred years 
younger?” Muchun asked but did not wait for a response. He 
stared at Han Yuan. “Because she never took in any disciples.” 

Han Yuan was so ashamed his chin all but poked his chest. 

Yan Zhengming ignored the hidden jab in Muchun’s words 
and added fuel to the fire. “Shifu, what did you say to the old 
hen? She didn’t scratch you, did she?” 

Muchun rolled his eyes skyward. “Of course, I reasoned with 
her. Zhengming, cultivators must be prudent in their words and 


actions in order to preserve integrity before others. What do 
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you think you were doing speaking rudely to your elders?” 

Yan Zhengming raged. “She nearly scratched me! Someday, 
I'll pluck all her feathers and make a duster to clean the Hall of 
Doctrine!” 

After venting his frustrations, Yan Zhengming felt consider- 
ably more at ease, and he finally recalled the matter at hand. “Oh, 
by the way, we've picked up a new disciple for you!” 

Muchun eyed the chubby infant who was the fabled Yao 
and clasped his hands behind his back. He looked up at the vast 
night sky and heaved a sigh laden with weariness. “My disciples, 


couldn’t you let me enjoy a few more years of peace?” 
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Crossing the Threshold 


ile Muchun wallowed in misery, Shuikeng became 
Y ( the newest recruit. 


In popular folklore, the image of the youngest female disciple 
of cultivation sects would spark various flights of fancy, from 
peerless beauties with cool personalities to considerate maidens 
with enchanting smiles. But surely, no one wanted to hear tales 
of these beautiful maidens as infants in diapers. 

Initially, Muchun had Yan Zhengming’s maids care for Shui- 
keng on a roster. However, her cries were so destructive that not 
even Zipeng’s cave had been able to withstand them, let alone 
the lousy brick buildings on Mount Fuyao. Barely a day and a 
half had passed before she made three rooms collapse. Muchun 
had no choice but to relocate the baby to a hillside grotto, which 
was rumoured to have been used by one of their predecessors 
for seclusive cultivation and capable of withstanding the fiercest 
heavenly tribulations. 


The particular predecessor must have been of an ascetic va- 
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riety. The grotto had nothing but rocks—a slab of it acted as 
a bed and lumps of it as chairs. For the dainty maids, the most 
demanding tasks they had in the Haven of Gentle Bliss were 
combing hair, lighting incense, and gardening. How could they 
stand staying in such a place to take care of the troublesome 
baby Yao? The pretty maids ran to the sect leader, tears raining 
down, declaring they would rather die than live there. In a fit of 
pique, Muchun ordered his other disciples to take turns caring 
for their unnaturally gifted junior as penance for bringing her 
back in the first place. The boys obediently accepted and took 
turns harmi... caring for little Shuikeng. 

Han Yuan took the lead. As a former beggar, reckless and 
carefree, he turned the infant of noble birth into a beggar-to- 
be within one day. He swathed Shuikeng from head to toe in 
diapers and let her roll around and become dirty and unkempt. 
And thanks to the gluttonous boy, who “sampled” most of her 
milk paste, when Muchun came by that evening to check on 
the baby, he found the famished Shuikeng poised to bite into a 
large, fleshy caterpillar with her toothless mouth. 

Even the typically dependable Cheng Qian proved unreli- 
able. Despite his usual fagade of gentleness and amiability, he 
was actually indifferent, particularly when it came to smaller 
children. When it was his turn, the boy brought his homework 
to the grotto like it was just another task to complete. He and 
his talkative junior each minded his and her own business. After 
finishing his homework, Cheng Qian unearthed some journals 


left by the grotto’s previous owner. Despite his limited under- 
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standing of the contents, he pored over them all night. When he 
concentrated, he could overlook even the living creature beside 
him. By the time he snapped out of it, his pitiful ward had fallen 
asleep with dried milk paste and tear tracks on her face. 

Yan Zhengming, as hypercritical as ever, stormed to the grot- 
to with eighteen attendants in tow. Refusing to set foot inside, 
he directed the attendants into a frenzy from the entrance. Each 
time the unfortunate Shuikeng relieved herself, he would back 
further away with a look of disgust and order her to be washed 
at least three times from head to toe. As such, Little Miss Shui- 
keng spent nearly the entire day soaked in water and plastered in 
perfumed powder so strong it even smothered a passing bee. 

But the most absurd of all was Li Yun. Feeling sorry for his 
junior’s stubby limbs and unsteady gait, he sprinkled a few drops 
of the Golden Toad Divine Water on her before looping a leash 
around her neck and walking the toad-girl around the moun- 
tain. 

After such ordeals, Muchun could no longer knowingly en- 
trust Shuikeng to any of his disciples if he wanted her alive and 
well. The hapless Muchun resorted to having a basket woven to 
carry the infant around every day and subjected her to a dizzy- 


ing collection of scriptures and texts. 


People who grow up together would naturally form bonds 
and become childhood friends. However, the four boys on 
Mount Fuyao were not just any people. The first was extremely 


difficult, the second was filled with wicked ideas, the third was 
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exceedingly aloof and caustic, while the last was incredibly slov- 
enly. Despite their differences, the trip to the Valley of the Yao 
had thawed the icy barrier between them, and they gradually 
revealed their true natures. 

This turn of events initially gratified Muchun, but he soon 
found that he might have preferred that the barrier kept a 
respectful distance between each disciple. One troublesome 
child had been manageable. Two constituted a problem. Three 
lumped together spelt catastrophe. If four came together... 
Henceforth, Mount Fuyao knew no peace. 

Growing ever more unbridled, Yan Zhengming got the idea 
one day to stuff a large censer beneath the desk of every other 
disciple, which filled the Hall of Doctrine with billowing smoke. 
With the space turned into a pot of steaming soup, he himself 
became a snowy dumpling floating blissfully in the broth and 
snoozing the morning lessons away in an expanse of whiteness. 
How cosy it was. 

The mischievous Li Yun could not stand this narcissistic 
behaviour, so he unearthed from who-knows-where the recipe 
for an incense called “Deep Focus” that claimed to grant the 
sleeper “a night of wanton bliss” when lit by the bed. Although 
its name was innocuous, its purpose was undoubtedly nefarious, 
and “wanton bliss” was but a synonym of “erotic dreams”. To 
the naive boy, however, “wonton bliss” seemed a perfect way to 
mock the sleeping dumpling. When Li Yun found the text, Han 
Yuan volunteered to formulate it. 


Alas, this was the illiterate idiot who still had not fully mem- 
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orised the sect’s rules. He could not even read the recipe for a 
simple dish, let alone the formula of incense. To make matters 
worse, the former beggar loved improvising. He recklessly in- 
corporated his own idea of adding two kitchen seasonings into 
the mix, which turned the Deep Focus incense into a half-baked 
hallucinogenic mish-mash. Filled with anticipation, he stuffed 
this concoction into the censer beneath his own desk when Yan 
Zhengming started his morning nap. 

That was the day when all the animals around the Hall of 
Doctrine went mad. Two butterflies danced gracefully above 
Muchun’s head and defied his attempts to shoo them away. 
Their fluttering wings made it seem like he had on women’s 
hairpins of the flashiest sort. Meanwhile, Li Yun’s latest pet, a 
plump-bellied grasshopper, drunkenly crawled out and wob- 
bled around as though performing some martial arts technique. 
Cheng Qian was about to dip his brush in ink when the bug 
plunged headfirst onto his inkstone. He froze as his sleeves be- 
came stained with blotches like a cluster of plum blossoms. 

Never before had Muchun been so bedazzled in his life. He 
could not continue his lecture. Exasperated, he stuffed Shui- 
keng, who had climbed onto his head to catch the butterflies, 
back into her basket and belted out an operatic reprimand with 
his draggy voice. He ordered Han Yuan to snuff out the censer. 
The latter retrieved the large thing from under the desk with a 
cheeky grin and made to pour tea over it. 

Wearing a fake smile, Cheng Qian nimbly picked up the 


grasshopper with the ends of two brushes then tossed it towards 
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the censer provided by Yan Zhengming. “Han-shidi, let me help 
you. 

Meanwhile, Li Yun was busy snickering at Muchuns new 
look before realising the imminent danger. “Oh no, don’t!” 

But it was too late. Han Yuan’s half-drunk bowl of tea, along 
with the grasshopper of unknown pedigree, went flying straight 
onto the censer, which was engraved with a water-repellent tal- 
isman. It could only be doused through designated holes and 
channels. Provoked by the tea, the talisman retaliated by pro- 
jecting a flame that jumped a foot high, but as the saying goes, 
true gold fears not the test of fire. Li Yun’s fantastic creature 
from who-knows-where leapt into the air with its body ablaze, 
drawing a vivid fiery arc as it flew towards Muchun’s moustache. 
The seasonings added by Han Yuan now came into play: the 
flaming grasshopper turned the moustache into two strands of 
charred but savoury whiskers. 

As punishment, Han Yuan and Li Yun were to copy the scrip- 
tures twenty times. Yan Zhengming, as the instigator who pro- 
vided the censers and blatantly napped during class, could not 
be excused either—ten times for him. Only Cheng Qian was 
spared. Although he did add fuel to the flames, his involvement 
was unintentional, and he promptly admitted to his error. 

In the evening, the shamelessly supercilious Yan Zhengming 
accosted Cheng Qian as the latter returned to his residence. 
“Hey, Xiao-Tonggian, I find myself with some time today, so 
why don’t I give you guidance in swordsmanship?” 


After days of interaction, Cheng Qian could see through the 
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other boy’s tricks. Yan Zhengming would boldly forge ahead 
when it came to indulgence and fun, but when he had to sit 
down and learn, he would instantly transform into a frail and 
sickly persona who whined incessantly about pain from his toe- 
nails to his hair. The sun would sooner rise from the west than 
such a spoiled boy offer lessons on swordsmanship. 

Sure enough, Yan Zhengming gracefully revealed his true in- 
tentions. “Oh dear, I just remembered that I have to copy scrip- 
tures today as punishment. Ah, what a shame. I guess I won't 
have the time after all. But maybe if you helped me transcribe a 
few sets...” 

Well, as the old saying goes, when crows draw near, bad luck 
is clear. Cheng Qian outright rejected the offer. “Then, you 
probably should start copying, Yan-shixiong. I wouldn’t dream 
of troubling you with something as strenuous as sword practice. 
What if you strained your back? Oh, you were saying some- 
thing about getting heatstroke from today’s exhausting practice, 
werent you?” 

Yan Zhengming lamented silently. Why couldn't things 
remain as they had been? His hypocritical but courteous 
Cheng-shidi was but a thing of the past. 

“Wait!” The scion refused to give up. His eyes darted around. 
Noticing no one else around, he looped an arm around Cheng 
Qian’s neck and pulled him close to whisper, “Make a few copies 
for me, and I'll tell you a secret.” 

But what secrets could Yan Zhengming have been privy to? 


Some secret formula for becoming more beautiful? Cheng 
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Qian scoffed at this offer, but without further explanation, Yan 
Zhengming took advantage of his taller stature and scooped 
Cheng Qian along. Carrying the other boy under one arm, he 
swiftly strode away with absolutely no signs of heatstroke. 

Cheng Qian rarely wandered around the mountain. Each day 
he travelled only between the Sanctuary of Peace and the Hall 
of Doctrine. Not that he lacked curiosity. Rather, he was ex- 
tremely disciplined and believed it unseemly to stroll aimlessly 
before he had mastered the arts. Thus, he had yet to explore any 
of the numerous grottos that he knew had once been occupied 
by previous generations of cultivators. 

Yan Zhengming hauled Cheng Qian all the way to the 
summit. Amidst the howling winds, he brought him to a mon- 
key-shaped rock. “This is it.” 

Cheng Qian glanced at it, perplexed. “Did you carve a statue 
of Han-shidi?” 

“Kid,” Yan Zhengming crowed, “careful with your tongue. 
You'll be begging me soon enough.” 

With that, he produced a handkerchief from his robes to 
wipe the dust from the rock’s perimeter, which revealed a door- 
shaped crevice in the belly of the stone monkey. Yan Zheng- 
ming rested his hands on the door before bowing his head and 
shutting his eyes. Moments later, a series of creaks ensued as the 
door opened, revealing a cramped tunnel. Beyond the entrance, 
stone steps descended into the darkness. 

“This door can only be opened by someone who can harness 


energy. So, unless you beg Shifu, [Im the only one in the sect 
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who can bring you in. Follow me.” Yan Zhengming ducked into 
the cave. 

A disinterested Cheng Qian trailed along. He asked 
half-heartedly, “What is this place?” 

“It doesn’t have a proper name, Yan Zhengming said as he 
led the way. “Shifu just calls it the Library.” 

Cheng Qian’s ears perked up. 

Manifest talismans engraved on both sides of the tunnel re- 
acted to their presence, and the initially gloomy walls emitted 
a white glow that was not irritating but still strong enough to 
illuminate the area as the pair walked by. 

“This is a treasure trove of countless ancient texts amassed 
by our sect over millennia. Aside from the classics of the Hun- 
dred Schools of Thought that Shifu loves so much, there’s also 
a wealth of mental cultivation and sword techniques from all 
over collected by our forebears.” If Yan Zhengming had a tail, 
it would undoubtedly be perked up in pride right now. “Hey, 
Xiao-Tonggian. When Shifu tasks me with transcribing things 
again, you help me with it, and I'll open this door for you once 
every ten days. What do you say?” 

They were now nearing the end of the steps. Out of nowhere, 
the aroma of aged paper and ink wafted over. Cheng Qian could 
not help but be suspicious. “If this place is so amazing, why 
don’t you ever come here?” 

Yan Zhengming gave a self-righteous response. “As they say, 
‘don’t bite off more than you can chew’ and ‘haste makes waste’. 


I’m focusing on mastering our sect’s sword techniques. I'd get 
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distracted if I tried to learn too much at once.” 

Youve been learning the beginner's swordplay for eight years, 
and you have the cheek to claim you're focused? Cheng Qian could 
not be bothered to voice his sarcasm. 

The next moment, he was utterly dumbfounded. The narrow 
passage opened up to a vast cavern with bookshelves tall enough 
to reach the ceiling, holding silk scrolls, bamboo slips, animal 
hide, and the most common paper books. They were categorised 
into mental cultivation manuals, sword techniques, and other 
casual subjects, not to mention geographic records, travel jour- 
nals, and compilations of strange tales—a truly vast collection. 
At the rear of the cavern, more stone stairs led downwards. 

Yan Zhengming clasped his hands behind his back. “The 
Library spans nine levels and holds more books than you can 
count. Li Yun got all his mischievous ideas from here while 
on cleaning duty with me. 75£, that worthless fellow. Anyway, 
Tonggian, have you decided whether you'll help me copy scrip- 
tures?” 

Cheng Qian felt as lucky as a mouse in an overflowing jar 
of rice! He had never found Yan Zhengming so appealing. He 
would even pledge his person to the scion without a second 
thought, let alone copy scriptures! 

From then on, Cheng Qian’s lifestyle became increasingly se- 
cluded. He never eased off on his own studies, and his free time 
was spent on the ever-growing pile of transcription homework 
earned by Yan Zhengming as punishment. In the dead of night, 
he would secretly absorb the knowledge he had read in the 
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Library. Yan Zhengming was as good as his word, letting him 
in every ten days. Like a greedy snake, Cheng Qian wished he 
could unhinge his mind and devour the entire structure. Alas, 
he could only memorise pages and pages of information with- 
out much chewing then spend the next ten days slowly digesting 
It. 

The days were fulfilling yet fleeting, and a year passed by in 
the blink of an eye. 

During this time, Shuikeng displayed the alien side of her, 
learning how to crawl, walk, and jump well ahead of all peers. 

Just a year after hatching, she resembled a five-year-old HUMAN 
girl. 

Meanwhile, come rain or shine, Cheng Qian would sneak 
into the Library every chance he had. His handwriting came 
to resemble the inscriptions on the plaques littering the moun- 
taintop, and he even taught himself to forge Yan Zhengming’s 
handwriting. 

Yan Zhengming had expected Cheng Qian would follow in 
Li Yun’s footsteps by pilfering recipes for strange concoctions 
or collections of strange tales, but once when he happened to 
glance over, he was surprised to find the boy earnestly studying 

swordplay and cultivation methods. Now, why would anyone 
look for more study materials when he had not even finished 
Muchun’s assignment? Yan Zhengming, who was the type to 
never amount to greatness, came to the conclusion that Cheng 
Qian had lost his mind. 

One day, while opening the door to the Library, Yan Zheng- 
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ming felt he had to voice his confusion. “Tonggian,’ he asked 
sternly, “why are you working so hard? Planning to rebel against 
Heaven or something?” 

In the younger boy’s eyes, Yan Zhengming was a sparrow who 
knew nothing about the lofty aspirations of a swan. Since they 
rarely saw eye to eye, even brief exchanges were a waste of time, 
so he sidestepped the question by referencing a quote that Mu- 
chun had shared from the Zhuangzi. 

““A blade of grass or a pillar, an ugly leper or the land's great- 
est beauty, all share one path, the Tao.’ Despite the ever-chang- 
ing forms of the path, their essence remains unchanged. I want 
to gain more knowledge through books and use it to comple- 
ment our sects methods.” 

Yan Zhengming was perplexed. “You've only been in the sect 
for a year. Why the hurry to study cultivation methods?” 

“Remember when we came back from the Valley of the Yao 
last year, you said youd pluck Zipeng-zhenren clean? How will 
you overpower her if you don’t train?” 

Yan Zhengming was even more bewildered. “That's right, but 
I said [Id do it someday. The scruffy old hen is over eight hun- 
dred years old, while I’m just sixteen. Whats the rush? Give it 
another eight hundred years, and I might be even more power- 
ful than her.” 

The shameless declaration shut Cheng Qian up. 

In the past year, Yan Zhengming underwent a metamor- 
phosis, lengthening and broadening to reveal the physique of 


an adult. With each step, each motion, the adolescent shed the 
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cloak of youth, as tender green gave way to the bloom of matu- 
rity. Cheng Qian would occasionally feel a twinge of envy when 
he compared his own skinny limbs and lagging height to the 
older boy. Nevertheless, he was not going to put up with the lat- 
ters escalating vanity and narcissism on account of those insig- 
nificant feelings. Such was the scion’s arrogance that he believed 
he could put the most handsome men, the fabled Song Yu and 
Pan An, to shame. Every reflective surface, be it a rain puddle 
or his glistening blade, was an opportunity for him to admire 
himself. Judging from the expression when Yan Zhengming 
beheld his own image, Cheng Qian imagined that he could not 
help but sing praises to his own appearance in his heart. How 
could someone who used his sword as a mirror become a skilled 
swordsman? It was inconceivable. And even if Yan Zhengming 
lived for eight hundred years—or even eight thousand—he 
would still be a good-for-nothing, just a lot older. 

With nothing more to say to the other boy, Cheng Qian 
walked off on his own to pick up a book he had been reading 


while silently lamenting the pessimistic future of the sect. 


The next time he stole into the Library, Cheng Qian finished 
reading Introduction to Talismans. He then noticed dust in the 
air and suddenly felt the urge to clean up, perhaps due to pro- 
longed exposure to Yan Zhengming the Clean Freak. 

From the top, he meticulously cleaned all the way to the 
ninth level, which was a neglected dumping ground that was 


carpeted by dust from years of abandonment. This level had 
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none of the insect-repellent and water-repellent talismans that 
protected the shelves and walls on the upper levels. Books were 
strewn about, damaged by moths or missing pages. Their con- 
tents spanned a wide and disorderly range of topics. There were 
recipes, brewing manuals, horticultural guides, and even a col- 
lection of erotic paintings whose model on the first page had a 
buttock eaten off by bugs. 

Cheng Qian instantly averted his eyes from the filthy materi- 
al and stacked all the books in a neat pile. He decided on a thor- 
ough cleaning, during which he made an unexpected discovery. 
Behind a broken wooden shelf was a wall covered in tiny, regu- 
lar script. Having cleared away the dust and cobwebs, he could 
easily read the handwriting. The title was succinct: Heretical 
Cultivation. 

Cheng Qian was stunned to find such things in the Library. 
He hesitated, feeling he surely should not read what was not al- 
lowed of him. However, as he was about to step away, he found 
himself thinking of Lord Beiming, who was capable of carving 
talismans on souls as if it were wood, whose mere existence terri- 
fied Zipeng out of her wits, and who single-handedly suppressed 
the rebellion in the Valley of the Yao. If such power was of the 
heretical path, shunned by the world... 

Cheng Qian caught himself slipping and quickly bit his 
tongue to redirect his gaze. He dragged his feet cleaning the 
entire level, and when leaving, he kept glancing back. Regret 
hit him once he returned upstairs, and he dashed back down 


and flung the broom aside so as to read each and every word up 
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close. He told himself he simply wanted to have a look-see. As 
they say, know thine enemy. 

The wall recorded hundreds upon hundreds of unorthodox 
cultivation paths, strange and diverse, encompassing practices 
such as overindulging in desires, committing murder, and cling- 
ing to obsessions. Amongst these cultivators, some embraced 
the practice, while others fell into it by chance. 

However, Cheng Qian soon discovered that aside from some 
nauseating and bizarre methods, the majority was fairly normal. 
One could cultivate through the sword as well as through talis- 
mans. The classification of manifest and latent talismans, as well 
as the technical procedures, were practically no different from 
what Muchun taught Yan Zhengming. 

Furthermore, having long sought ways to sense and har- 
ness energy, Cheng had studied all sorts of mental cultivation 
methods. As far as he could tell, the technique for harnessing 
energy recorded here was quite similar to what was considered 
orthodox, sharing the same requirements such as “calming one’s 
heart” and “eliminating all distractions”. 

Doubts filled every corner of Cheng Qian’s mind. After 
spending three days in contemplation, he could no longer con- 
tain his questions and approached Muchun for answers. When 
the zhenren looked up at him, Cheng Qian caught a shadow 
flash across Muchuns eyes, so fleeting that he wondered if his 
eyes had played tricks on him. 

“Unorthodox cultivation, you say?” Muchun was taken aback 


and pondered briefly before replying with a question of his own. 
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“What's sparked your sudden interest in this?” 

Yan Zhengming shielded his face with a paper copy of the 
Fuyao Wooden Swordplay and delivered a firm kick to Cheng 
Qian under the desk for fear that the little brat forgot himself 
and let slip that he had been taking him on unauthorised visits 
to the Library. 

Nearly toppled by the kick, Cheng Qian crashed loudly 
against the stone desk. He immediately retaliated by stomping 
on Yan Zhengming’s pristine white satin shoe and leaving a 
dirty footprint. 

The distracted boy did not respond to his question, but 
such prods and kicks under the desk were commonplace. Mu- 
chun was long accustomed to the lack of decorum and respect 
amongst the disciples. He simply took some time to ponder and 
formulate a response. 

“A blade of grass or a pillar, an ugly leper or the land’s great- 
est beauty, all share one path, the Tao. There is no singular path 
to cultivation. The paths may vary, but the final destination does 
not. Those who choose unorthodoxy merely tread a different 
path, so it’s not unusual that similarities should exist.” 

Cheng Qian found the utterance extremely familiar, and 
it soon dawned on him that he had used these very words to 
hoodwink Yan Zhengming in the Library. He swiftly lifted his 
leg and successfully evaded the second kick from the indignant 
scion. Finding the zhenren’s response perfunctory, Cheng Qian 
pushed for more. “Shifu, if the paths are similar, why should we 


choose one over the other?” 
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Muchun observed him for a long while before giving a deep 
response. “If the plums growing by a busy roadside are left un- 
picked, they must be bitter. Does that make sense?” 

The words washed over Cheng Qian from head to toe like 
icy water, chilling him to the core. For an instant, he felt Mu- 
chun had seen right through him. Ever since his encounter with 
Lord Beiming, he had been haunted by the title and power of 
the Patriarch of the Demon Pantheon. The greater YAO once 
he thought invincible paled before the entity. Even the arrogant 
Zipeng cowered in his presence. 

When Li Yun had brought up heretical cultivators near the 
Terrace of Immortality, Yan Zhengming promptly interrupted, 
which signalled to Cheng Qian the prevailing attitude towards 
such practitioners. Yet a dangerous impulse took root within his 
heart. He was drawn to the idea of boundless power and felt an 
urge to seek it out. 

Before bringing this question to Muchun, Cheng Qian had 
contemplated it extensively. Armed with his preconceived no- 
tions, he believed that whether Muchun vilified or condemned 
unorthodox cultivators for their evil natures, he could counter 
those arguments, but he had forgotten that with age came wis- 
dom. With a seemingly light-hearted metaphor, the zhenren hit 
Cheng Qian squarely and heavily, making him realise that all the 
justifications he had prepared were just wishful thinking born 
from an overconfidence in his own cleverness. 

The curious urge in Cheng Qian dispersed. He bowed re- 
spectfully to Muchun. “Thank you for your guidance, Shifu.” 
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Muchun stroked his beard, gratified by Cheng Qian’s quick 
comprehension, which surpassed his expectations. He cleared 
his throat to capture the attention of his disciples and an- 
nounced, “Disciples, you must work harder in the coming days. 
I’m going to take you on a journey.’ 

“What was that?” 

“To where?” 

The responses, a mix of shock and delight, came almost si- 
multaneously. For Han Yuan, the prospect of venturing outside 
was worth a celebration, but for Yan Zhengming, it was like be- 
ing struck by a bolt from the blue. 

Muchun continued, “The Immortal’s Market which takes 
place every ten years is about to begin. You boys have been 
cooped up on Mount Fuyao, like frogs peering up a well, think- 
ing the patch of sky is the world. I'll take you out to see what the 
cultivation circle is actually like and visit some old friends. With 
disciples from both sides present, they will surely start compar- 
ing. Let’s not bring too much shame to my name, all right?” 

Shame... was surely unavoidable. 

Yan Zhengming was quick to react. He sat up straight and 
suggested, “Shifu, I'll stay behind to avoid making a fool of my- 
self. You can take the junior disciples with you. I'll watch over 
the mountain.” 

Muchun gazed at him with kindness. “The attendants can 
manage. There's no need to trouble the lead disciple with securi- 
ty and housekeeping.” 

“That won't do,’ Yan Zhengming asserted. “What if there's 
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trouble with the valley and the YAo again? What if bandits cov- 
et our beautiful Mount Fuyao and decide to target the treasures 
of our sect?” 

Muchun gave a calm reply. “I reached an agreement with 
Zipeng, and she’s sealed off the cave. Neither do you need to 
worry about bandits. There are talismans at the foot of the 
mountain, and the attendants will stand guard. Common 
thieves won't be able to come up here.” 

Yan Zhengming wanted to protest further, but Han Yuan 
was already raring to go. He interjected, “Shixiong, why are you 
acting like some sheltered young lady who never leaves her bed- 
chamber?” 

Yan Zhengming couldn't think of anyone more detestable 
than Han Yuan. He went crimson with rage and stormed off 
with a swish of his sleeves. 

A smile about his lips, Muchun watched Yan Zhengming 
leave. He stroked Han Yuan on the head like he would a puppy 
before delivering a threat in the same kind manner. “Xzao-Yuan, 
you ve been neglecting your studies and still haven’t memorised 
the sect regulations. Perhaps you should stay home to oversee 
things.” 

Immediately, Han Yuan drooped like a wilted flower. 

For the next ten days, the Fuyao Sect fell into mayhem. Yan 
Zhengming, the head disciple, took the lead. To avoid leaving 
Mount Fuyao, he feigned illness, protested, and tried every rea- 
sonable tactic at his disposal. Later on, desperation trumped dig- 


nity, and he resorted to shamelessly throwing temper tantrums 
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in front of Muchun. Sadly for him, this time, the benevolent 
zhenren did not buy his act. The sect leader had steeled himself 
to drag his sheltered head disciple who had never left the com- 
forts of the sect out to see the world. 

In contrast, Han Yuan devoted every waking moment to 
memorising the sect regulations in hopes of securing his spot on 
the trip. Unfortunately, he was inherently not the bookish type. 
He could not recite the rules in their entirety even after study- 
ing until his head spun and losing the will to live. Cheng Qian 
even witnessed the poor fellow bang his head against the wall in 
a deranged fit. 

Meanwhile, Muchun also became scarce around the place. 

One day, Cheng Qian set down a piece of rice paper on 
the Heart Purification Stone in his courtyard and began tran- 
scribing The Classic of Clarity and Stillness from memory while 
standing. 

Ever since hearing Muchun’s response regarding unortho- 
doxy, Cheng Qian had been on the verge of something, but an 
unseen barrier impeded his progress, which left him slightly 
anxious. Aware that anxiety was detrimental to cultivation, 
Cheng Qian set aside his other tasks to focus on transcribing 
texts to ease his mind. 

He had written out only half of the text when he heard a 
sound from the door. Xueqing went to answer it and returned 
carrying the plump little Shuikeng. 

Shuikeng was part Yao by blood, which set her apart from 
HUMAN children. She was incredibly sturdy and agile, capable 


184 


of scaling trees and climbing on roofs, but had yet to speak. In 
this aspect, she more resembled a clever and perceptive animal. 
Even before hatching, she had been able to sense emotions from 
those around her based on their tone and actions. Compara- 
tively, her speech had been extremely delayed. Muchun said she 
might very well not speak in her teens if this delay were due to 
her mixed ancestry. 

Shuikeng had likely sneaked away while Muchun was distract- 
ed. Young children are typically drawn by only two things: good 
food or good fun. Shuikeng usually preferred visiting the Haven 
of Gentle Bliss. Thanks to its owner's obsession with cleanliness, 
he would ensure a supply of tasty treats to encourage her to leave 
and be a scourge upon someone else. She also enjoyed visiting 
Han Yuan because he was a source of fun. Shuikeng would never 
bother Li Yun because he had turned her into a toad once. Nor 
would she come to Cheng Qian, since he neither engaged with 
her nor showed her affection, so she was a little afraid of him. 

Hence, Cheng Qian was curious why Shuikeng came to visit. 
“What brings you here?” 

Shuikeng babbled as tears welled in her eyes. She tugged at 
his pants, then there was a loud puff. The clothes on her back 
had ripped open. Startled, Cheng Qian turned her around only 
to see that a pair of wings belonging to some kind of bird had 
sprouted! 

Having a pair of wings suddenly grow on her back, even 
if they were wings she was supposed to have, must have been 


painful like any child’s growing pains. With Muchun missing in 
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action, Yan Zhengming busy causing a fuss, Han Yuan memoris- 
ing the sect rules, little Shuikeng had no one else to turn to. She 
could only cling to Cheng Qian’s legs and cry. 

Cheng Qian carefully inspected Shuikeng’s wings up close. 
They were beautiful, not a feather out of place, although he 
could not help worrying because they looked like chicken wings. 
If Muchun were to catch sight of them, would he again request 
the kitchen to make charcoal-grilled chicken wings for a month? 

“Don’t worry. You must've got them from your mother.” 
Cheng Qian lifted her into his arms clumsily. He thought the 
girl felt much lighter than before—at least not as heavy as she 
looked. Perhaps now that her body had become part-bird, her 
bones had become hollow and lighter? 

He recalled having skimmed through several records on YAO 
cultivation in the Library. What he retained was that YAO cujti- 
vators could transform to HUMAN form after reaching a certain 
level of cultivation. However, as Shuikeng was a hybrid, she 
must have innately possessed both forms. The only question was 
whether she could shift freely between them. 

Cheng Qian lifted Shuikeng up and coached her in earnest, 
completely disregarding that she was just a toddler whose milk 
teeth had not all come in. “Try focusing on making your wings 
smaller then tuck them away. Do you know what ‘tuck’ means? 
Oh, Shimei, can you understand words now?” 

Shuikeng stared back at him with wide eyes. Cheng Qian 
could not tell if she had understood anything and sighed in res- 


ignation. “Never mind. I'll take you to Shifu.” 
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As though she had finally understood Cheng Qian’s in- 
structions, Shuikeng patted his arm while babbling. Then she 
squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her fists until her face 
turned red. She went crossed-eyed with all the effort to focus. 
Unfortunately, contrary to expectations, Shuikeng’s winglets 
abruptly stretched to more than seven feet long with a swoosh, 
sending feathers everywhere. 

Cheng Qian narrowly avoided being slapped in the face by 
the giant wings. He gaped at her in disbelief. The clothes on her 
back were shredded by the massive appendages, but fortunately, 
she was still a potty-training toddler to whom strict social norms 
regarding modesty did not yet apply. Nonetheless, the wings 
were so large compared with her tiny frame that the proportions 
made her look eerily like a colossal moth. 

After recovering from his shock, Cheng Qian stared back at 
Shuikeng. “I said ‘smaller, not ‘bigger’” 

The little girl that he could have lifted with one hand now 
weighed down on him due to her massive wings. If not for all 
the sword practice, Cheng Qian would have struggled to bear 
her weight. Shuikeng looked at him with innocent eyes. The 
weight of the wings made it difficult to stay upright, so she clung 
to his arm while swaying back and forth. 

Only Muchun could help her now. 

Cheng Qian did his best to haul the toddler out only to get 
stuck at the main entrance of the Sanctuary of Peace. He held 
his breath as she glared at her wings. No female, regardless of 


age, would want to confront the cruel reality of being so large as 
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to get stuck in a doorway. While Shuikeng was not typically the 
fussy type, she finally burst into tears of frustration. 

An ordinary toddler could cry as she pleased, but Cheng 
Qian knew Shuikeng’s wails would bring the house down! He 
was now in a fix, struggling to maintain his balance while at- 
tempting to reason with her. “Having big wings doesn’t mean 
youre fat. Really. There, there, all right, no more tears. Try to 
pull your wings in a little, don’t spread them out like that. Pull— 
them—in, get it?” 

Shuikeng sobbed while staring at him, but she gradually 
calmed down. He sighed in relief, clinging to the faint hope that 
she had indeed understood him. 

However, she had gotten the wrong message once again. She 
unfurled her enormous wings, and without any instruction, she 
gave them a few tentative flaps. Soon, her instincts took hold, 
and she rose steadily upwards, whisking up a sandy storm inside 
the Sanctuary of Peace. The delicate orchids in the garden fell 
victim to the chaos and toppled over. 

Before Cheng Qian could open his eyes, he felt hands— 
no, claws—pulling on his clothes. Shuikeng’s dimpled, chubby 
hands had transformed into bird feet that had a firm grip on 
him. A sense of foreboding washed over him... and became a re- 
ality. His heart dropped to his stomach as the strapping toddler 
launched into the air with him in tow. He found himself buck- 
ing for freedom, but the ever-increasing altitude soon convinced 
him otherwise. All he could do was yell Shuikeng’s full name in 


the roaring wind. 


188 


“Han Tan! Get down right now!” 

She acted as if she had not heard him. Granted, even if she 
had, she might not have understood. Cheng Qian had never 
imagined that his first time flying would be under such circum- 
stances, and he did not know how to feel. Had he survived the 
Valley of the YAo only to meet a skyward demise at the claws of 
Shuikeng? 

He flew over the gates of the Sanctuary of Peace then the 
vibrant bamboo grove around it. Gradually, Mount Fuyao was 
laid out beneath their feet. From his vantage point, the moun- 
tain ridge was a verdant green that stretched into the distance. 
On the south side were slopes that grew gentler in the dusk 
glow. On the north side was the dark, plunging valley where 
shadows fell slanted. He could make out amongst the hills more 
deserted grottos and dwellings than he could count. Some bore 
inscriptions at the entrance, others had stone statues, and still 
others had no information about its former inhabitants. Over 
millennia, countless had come and gone, inheriting and adding 
to the legacy painstakingly preserved in the form of handwrit- 
ing unique to each cultivator in the depths of the nine-storey 
Library. Amongst them, some went on to become Great Pow- 
ers, some had great talents, some became great sages, yet others 
became great villains. Nevertheless, they had all gone with the 
wind. Only a weasel remained of the Fuyao Sect hiding under 
the guise of mundane life, accompanied by a handful of mis- 
chievous disciples, while the great peng rode the northerly fuyao, 


soaring into the azure and diving into the abyss. 
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As they climbed in altitude, Cheng Qian felt the biting wind 
against his cheeks. Gradually, the fear subsided, and he exhaled, 
releasing what had long been oppressed within himself. Once 
again, he recalled the arrogant Lord Beiming on the Terrace of 
Immortality as well as his parents who lived and died by pit- 
tance in that impoverished corner of the world. The stark dif- 
ference between the two pushed Cheng Qian to recognise his 
latent desires. 

But why did he aspire to become someone like Lord Beim- 
ing? Because he harboured a consuming desire that fuelled his 
drive towards greatness. He envisioned the day when he became 
a Great Power who could access all corners of the world. Ani- 
mals would quiver in his presence, and mortals would prostrate 
themselves before him. Could he then return in glory to his na- 
tal family and watch them writhe in remorse? 

But now, he was flying high above the ground. The caves and 
courtyards scattered around the mountain drifted farther away. 
His heart, which had always been laden, suddenly felt empty. 
The lifespan of a mortal HUMAN was merely several decades. 
He had painstakingly plotted night and day, intending to return 
and shove his success in their faces, but then what? Perhaps by 
the time he succeeded in cultivation, they would already have 
gone from this world. Even if they still breathed, they would be 
in their twilight years. They might regret having given away a 
child decades ago, but after the sting of remorse, how deep a lin- 
gering sentiment could there ever be? 


The truth of the matter was that if he had been their cher- 
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ished darling, they would not have given him up so readily. And 
if they had no love for him, there would not be any meaningful 
guilt or regret. 

Cheng Qian relaxed his shoulders, allowing Shuikeng to take 
him higher. The profound hatred he had harboured all this time 
turned out to be nothing more than his one-sided fantasy. The 
realisation shattered the invisible barriers impeding his cultiva- 
tion. Once again, he heard murmurs echoing throughout the 
mountain, the same ones that he had heard when Yan Zheng- 
ming went into a meditative trance. But this time, the innumer- 
able streams no longer whispered past him, instead coursing 
into him like rivers converging into the sea. Without lingering 
or attachment, they came and went in endless cycles, as transient 
as joy and sorrow, blowing through him as if he had become one 
with nature. 

The next thing he knew, he heard a piercing cry. A white 
crane launched itself into the sky, approached, and circled them 
several times. Lost and confused, Shuikeng had snot and tears 
streaming down her face. She followed the crane downwards 
and finally landed at the door of Muchun’s residence. 

Cheng Qian was still in a trance after they had landed. 

Muchun came to Shuikeng’s aid after she again got stuck in 
the doorway. He brushed her enormous and disproportionate 
wings, which began slowly shrinking as though enveloped by 
an invisible force, until they had vanished completely. Only the 
two red birthmarks were left on her back. 


Muchun did not disturb Cheng Qian. With the exhausted 
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toddler sound asleep in his arms, he quietly stood guard over the 
boy. It was not until the sun had sunk below the mountain that 
Cheng Qian returned to his senses and realised that his legs had 
gone numb. Muchun fetched a dusky yellow storm lantern from 
the entrance for the boy to light his way back. 

“Tt’s getting late. Head back first. After your sword practice 
tomorrow, you can remain and learn talisman carving with 
Zhengming.” 

It took Cheng Qian a moment to comprehend. Startled, he 
inquired with a naiveté that was rare for him, “Shifu, did I... did 
I sense energy?” 

Muchun nodded and smiled. “I was not mistaken. You have 
excellent aptitude amongst your fellow disciples.” 

Cheng Qian was uncertain how to respond to this praise, but 
he did not feel proud. Why did Muchun say “amongst fellow 
disciples”? If he had excellent aptitude only when compared to 
Yan Zhengming, Li Yun, and Han Yuan, then it wasn’t aptitude 
worth bragging about. 

Muchun watched the boy marching off along the mountain 
path. Having lived through his fair share of life, he could finally 
feel relief that he had one self-motivated disciple. As he ran his 
fingers along the crane’s exquisite neck, he mused aloud, “Do 
you think the boys will feel inspired by this?” 

The white crane gave him a nuzzle before flying away as if to 
make a point to the zhenren—Dream on! 

The next day, the news that Cheng Qian would stay behind 


to carve talismans with Yan Zhengming shocked everyone. 
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The other disciples surrounded him asking the same question, 
“What, you can already manipulate energy?” 

Cheng Qian rubbed his ears, feeling a bit giddy with pride, 
but before these emotions manifested on his face, he doused 
his excitement with a bucket of cold water by recalling the long 
cultivation journey ahead. Outwardly, he maintained an un- 
fazed demeanour, giving a modest nod and calm reply. “Yes, I’ve 
crossed the threshold.” 

The other disciples’ reactions were a mixed bag. 

Li Yun’s was the most normal. He was not a fool by any 
means but had always been overly confident about his learning. 
He had been progressing well in swordsmanship despite indulg- 
ing in tomfoolery. He was even clever enough to devise new 
techniques on top of existing ones for his own amusement, but 
he lacked focus when it came to serious pursuits such as culti- 
vation. It was only recently that he had shifted to insects after 
tiring of toads. 

Never had he expected that a junior, who had joined the sect 
a year later than he, had crossed the cultivation threshold before 
he did. His expression betrayed his discomfort, and he quietly 
stowed away his cricket and grasshopper cages, along with a bot- 
tle of mysterious potion made with insects. After sword train- 
ing, he went back to continue studying diligently, setting aside 
any notion of fooling around with Han Yuan. 

Muchun was gratified by his behaviour. He knew that Li Yun 
might feel bad for a while—anyone in his place would—but this 


would be temporary, while the motivation from Cheng Qian 
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would be long-lasting. 

Alas, Muchun did not stay gratified for long. He soon re- 
alised that Li Yun was the only one who was inspired. For in- 
stance, Han Yuan was hanging by a thread trying to memorise 
the meticulous set of sect regulations and remained untouched. 
Since he returned from his one-day trip to the Valley of the 
YAO, his enthusiasm for developing energy perception waned, 
and he instead focused on chasing the pleasures in life. 

He didn’t see the point in trying to harness energy. Life was 
short, so he might as well have fun for a few years. He did not 
feel envious when he found out Cheng Qian, who had joined 
the sect with him, had already developed energy perception. In- 
stead, he delighted in Cheng Qian’s misfortune. He patted the 
younger boy on the shoulder and gloated before leaving. “Aw, 
you get to take extra lessons. I hope you have lots of fun!” 

With a wooden sword, Muchun lifted Han Yuan up by the 
collar and threw him out of the Hall of Doctrine. 

As for the sect’s backer and lead disciple, Yan Zhengming, 
upon seeing a workbench and an identical sand clock placed 
beside his, he first sighed emotionally. “It took me almost four 
years of sword practice to develop energy perception. It’s only 
been a year since Xiao-Tonggian joined the sect, hasn't it?” 

Muchun thought the scion was spurred to action and pre- 
pared to study more diligently, but Yan Zhengming was not 
being serious. He immediately put on a cheerful smile and said 
diplomatically, “Cheng-shidi, we'll be able to ‘share knowledge’ 


about talismans, just like when we studied the scriptures togeth- 
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Cheng Qian’s smile did not reach his eyes as he retorted, “Oh, 
like how you offered me two milk cakes to do your scriptures 
homework? Dream on.” 

Yan Zhengming realised he had been used by the little bas- 
tard as a walking key to the Library. Now that he could open 
the door himself, Yan Zhengming ceased being useful as a key. 
Where was the respect he deserved as the head disciple?! 

For Cheng Qians first class, Muchun gave him a carving knife 
and a plaque of wood to carve. The plaque had two parallel lines 
spaced about one inch apart. His task for the time being was to 
carve a vertical line between the two guidelines. 

“You might encounter some resistance at the beginning,’ Mu- 
chun explained, “but don’t worry, take your time. Zhengming 
dawdled for almost half a year before he could do it.” 

Yan Zhengming cleared his throat, a bit embarrassed that he 
had fallen short as a role model. 

Cheng Qian did not realise just how difficult carving talis- 
mans would be until he had made the first cut. He had noticed 
earlier on that the knife Yan Zhengming used during talisman 
class was no ordinary wood carving knife. The body of the blade 
bore a manifest talisman customised for beginners. Having read 
Introduction to Talismans at the Library, Cheng Qian knew 
that beginners needed a modified tool to help them get started 
because they did not know how to channel energy into the me- 
dium. 


However, even the tool was challenging to work with. The 
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instant the tip of the knife touched the wood, Cheng Qian felt 
the tool in his hand had transformed into a huge vortex that was 
drawing out all his strength. Surprised, Cheng Qian stopped 
pushing on the blade for a split moment, after which the knife 
would not advance any further. He stared at the wood. The 
mark was as shallow as if a cat had scratched it. 

Muchun had not warned Cheng Qian beforehand that each 
stroke must be executed in one continuous motion without any 
pause when carving a talisman. Otherwise, all efforts would be 
wasted. Now that the boy had encountered the challenges him- 
self, Muchun slowly walked over with the intention of pointing 
out the mistake. He had also employed the trial-and-error ap- 
proach when instructing Yan Zhengming because he believed 
his students would remember the lesson more vividly. Unfortu- 
nately, he was a slowcoach by nature. He moved so slowly that 
by the time he reached Cheng Qian, the boy had already adjust- 
ed his grip on the knife and begun a resolute second cut. 

The knife again consumed all his energy in a frenzy. Cheng 
Qian silently recited the teachings from Introduction to Talis- 
mans while employing his newly developed energy perception 
to draw the energy from the surroundings into his spiritual sea 
then guide it up his arm. Indeed, Cheng Qian had grasped the 
knack of the technique and was able to absorb energy into his 
body, but he had just begun his foray into the world of talis- 
mans, and the amount absorbed was so minimal that it could 


never have kept up with the amount being drawn out by the 


blade. 
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The first signs of trouble began in his lower half. As if having 
traversed a great distance without any rest, Cheng Qian felt 
numb in his feet, then his bones began aching in a way he had 
never experienced. The ache intensified until it transitioned into 
a deeper numbness. Finally, he could barely feel his legs. 

Next was his torso. He would have collapsed if he had not 
braced himself against the workbench. He felt a prickling pain 
in his back. His heart pounded in his chest. He felt his spine 
bending under some unknown force. 

Finally, it was his head. He felt slightly dizzy, and exhaustion 
washed over him as if he had run twenty laps around the base of 
Mount Fuyao in an instant. No wonder Yan Zhengming, who 
always picked easy tasks over hard ones, was constantly antsy 
during talisman lessons. 

Extreme fatigue led to delirium and hallucinations. Cheng 
Qian felt the knife nearly slipping out of his hand several times. 
Yet each time he looked down, he found he still fell short by 
about a third of the length Muchun had assigned. 

Unfortunately, Cheng Qian was not the type to proceed step- 
by-step, and he did not know when to call it a day. The more 
challenging a task was, the more it fuelled his extreme nature 
and stubborn spirit. The knife scraped and squeaked against 
the wood. Every minute bit of advancement left him feeling 
drained, yet on the brink of utter exhaustion, he would grit his 
teeth and somehow nudge the blade on a little bit further. 

In his delirious state, he had the illusion that he was nearing 


the end when suddenly his wrist was caught in an unyielding 


197 


Coils 


Drstay 


\~” Chapter 6 


grip. His hand went limp, the knife clattered on the workbench, 
and his tightly bunched muscles began to shudder as they strug- 
gled to relax. 

Muchun pulled Cheng Qian close while pressing a palm 
against the boys back. Cheng Qian went blind for a moment, 
but he managed to stay upright holding onto Muchun’s sleeve. 
Only then did he feel a gentle warmth spread from his back to 
his limbs, which tickled the previously numb and stiff areas like 
countless pinpricks. He was drenched in cold sweat. His heart 
burned as if it were being gnawed on by ants. Winded by the 
shock, he gasped desperately for air before finally managing a 
breath. Then he panted so fast that he started coughing and 
hacking. 

His heart aching with sympathy, Muchun patted Cheng 
Qians back and kept mumbling, “Oh, my... What am I going to 
do with you...” 

Yan Zhengming, who had been paring his nails with the knife 
instead of working, was astonished by the sight. “Tongqian, why 
are you—” He faltered, unable to find the right word. Finally, he 
blurted, “Why are you trying so hard?” 

It took Cheng Qian a long while to regain his composure. 
Muchun let go of him and took the plaque. He studied the 
mark with mixed emotions. 

The initial segment appeared relatively smooth, suggesting 
that Cheng Qian had grasped the technique “without guid- 
ance’. The latter portion of the stroke resembled a limp string. 


Evidently, the boy had exhausted himself before even reaching 
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the halfway point between the guidelines. The depth of the 
groove varied erratically. The line all but broke in multiple spots 
but somehow remained intact. Muchun was sure that if he had 
not intervened, Cheng Qian would have persisted with carving 
the line. 

Just how stubborn was this boy? 

The zhenren realised belatedly that teaching Cheng Qian and 
Yan Zhengming in the same way had been a dangerous over- 
sight. He could only feel an uneasy relief that things had not 
gone much, much worse. 

The early stages of talisman practice were tedious and gruel- 
ling. Instead of teaching the novices who had just learnt to har- 
ness energy to carve anything useful, the instructor would use 
the knife to condition and widen the students’ meridians. This 
was by no means a pleasant experience, as it required repeated 
depletion of the measly reserve in their spiritual sea. It was akin 
to physical stretching exercises. Consistent daily practice would 
build proficiency, but recklessly pushing too hard could risk 
damage to the body. 

Back when Yan Zhengming had his first lesson, he had barely 
poked a hole in the wood before he started moaning about pain 
from his hands to his legs and even his backside. Along with 
his theatrics about being at death’s door, he swore he would 
under no circumstances go near talismans again. Muchun had 
no choice but to personally guide him for over two months in 
order to get one foot of the scion into the realm of talismans. 


Even now, whenever Muchun tasked the boy with homework, 
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the brat would cursorily scrape the wood with a paring knife, 
assuming that Muchun would not discover the fact. 

Muchun’s expression darkened. He first scowled at the puz- 
zled Yan Zhengming then asked Cheng Qian, “You've visited 
the Library, haven't you?” 

When the boys remained silent, Muchun sat down on Cheng 
Qian’s workbench and stared at the blissfully arrogant child. 
“What else have you read besides Introduction to Talismans?” 

Cheng Qian knew better than to respond. 

“Let me guess... cultivation methods, swordplays, mental 
techniques, classics from the Hundred Schools of Thought, and 
perhaps even...” Cheng Qian’s head dipped lower with every 
word from the zhenren. Muchun stood up and paced around 
the workbench, mercilessly delivering the final blow. “...heretical 
methods?” 

Cheng Qian’s heart skipped a beat. “Shifu, I—” 

Glaring at the whorl on the top of Cheng Qian’s head, Mu- 
chun waited to see if the kid would deny it or burst into tears, 
but he did neither. Cheng Qian stayed standing, body bowed in 
defeat, and admitted in a low voice, “I’m sorry.” 

Muchun felt a twitch in his eye. He was utterly unconvinced 
of the boy’s remorse. “What exactly are you sorry for?” 

When no answer came, Muchun knew his suspicions had 
been right. 

Meanwhile, Yan Zhengming found it difficult to watch. As 
the camaraderie amongst the disciples deepened, he had seen 


through to the less-appealing aspects of Cheng Qian’s person- 
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ality. At times he felt the urge to throttle the younger boy yet 
always found himself forgiving him. He saw Cheng Qian as a 
wary and feisty wolf pup who, when provoked, was quick to 
snap but in reality left only harmless bite marks. The hostile 
exterior was just a facade, and he was careful not to harm those 
who truly cared for him. 

“Shifu, it’s not his fault.” Yan Zhengming tried to stand up for 
the younger boy. “I was the one who took him to the Library. 
You know there’s not much to do for fun here, so I wanted to 
get him some reading material to pass the time.” 

“So he was passing the time by reading Introduction to Talis- 
mans?” Muchun retorted flatly. 

“Might ve picked it up by accident.” 

“Now, Zhengming,’ Muchun said, blinking deliberately at 
the scion, “you don’t genuinely think he’s like you, do you?” 

Yan Zhengming held his tongue, unsure if the criticism was 
for Cheng Qian or himself. 

Muchun sighed, his gaze shifting from Yan Zhengming to 
Cheng Qian as a sense of profound weariness settled over him. 
If he continued teaching these troublesome disciples in this 
manner, he would soon be so wrinkled he could look the part 
of Zipeng’s grandfather instead of father. Motioning for Cheng 
Qian to draw closer, he wiped the cold sweat from the boy’s 
forehead with a sleeve. He considered adopting a stricter atti- 
tude but failed and only came across as a tad more solemn. 

“The Library has records of the various cultivation paths 


walked by our predecessors,’ Muchun said. “Have you explored 
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the eighth level? I doubt it, since it lacks things you deem useful. 
That level archives their paths and outcomes—or perhaps the 
tragic endings. I know youre seeking your own path, and I hope 
you avoid taking the most bitter one.” 

Cheng Qian did not need full comprehension to feel the 
unusual gravity of the warning. He found himself nodding, and 
while he was still digesting the words, the benevolent master as- 
signed their punishment: copy the scriptures thirty times. 

Poor Yan Zhengming. He was always getting swept into the 
whirlwind of his juniors’ mischief. 

But before the scion could resort to shameless tactics like 
bribery and deception to evade punishment, Cheng Qian beat 
a hasty retreat to the Sanctuary of Peace, where he meticulously 
transcribed the sutras assigned as punishment, working until 
midnight. Apart from meal breaks when called by Xueqing, he 
spent the rest of his time in the study. 

Only Xueqing could get him to budge at such times. This 
was because once, when he had disregarded Xueqings call to 
eat, the attendant ended up accompanying him well into the 
night without eating either. Ever since then, Cheng Qian never 
ignored Xueqing’s summons even though he did not wish to be 
disturbed. 

Once he had completed the transcriptions, Cheng Qian hur- 
ried over to the Library under the moonlight. This was the first 
time he opened the door to the Library himself and walked in 
without fear of being discovered. He briefly browsed the shelves 


holding the books on swordplay, cultivation techniques, and tal- 
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ismans that he usually frequented before finding himself head- 
ing down to the eighth level which Muchun had mentioned. He 
was adept at feigning obedience and defying in secret, but he 
was unwilling to do so when it came to Muchun. 

The eighth level was in marginally better condition than the 
ninth floor, although it was just as neglected. The books were 
neatly arranged and clearly seldom explored. Cheng Qian pulled 
some scrolls out at random and found self-portraits of disciples 
with biographical records on the back, including their names, 
how they joined the sect, their personality, their path of cultiva- 
tion and how they chose it, their achievements and failures, the 
date of death, and the posthumous judgement passed by later 
generations. Of course, some individuals had gone missing or 
had been expelled from the sect. Their subsequent deeds and 
whereabouts were thus unknown. 

Cheng Qian skimmed through the records, but drowsiness 
eventually set in. He dozed off, propped against the bookshelf. 
Only when the scroll fell from his grasp did he jolt awake, 
which sent him toppling to one side. The cold floor woke him 
up with a start. Despite the talismans protecting the Library 
from insects and moisture, the space was dank and gloomy from 
the constant lack of sunlight. He spotted something wedged in 
the narrow gap between the bookshelf and the floor that only 
a skinny child like him could reach. Taking advantage of his 
immature form, he rolled up his sleeve and groped under the 
bookshelf for the object. It was yet another scroll, but strangely, 


a part of the canvas had been sliced clean off, leaving only the 
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top half of a man who was dressed in a slightly worn robe but by 
no means appeared shabby. The artist left no signature, but his 
simple, masterful strokes allowed the man’s unmatched elegance 
to shine through on the canvas. 

But... who was it? 

Cheng Qian flipped the portrait over but found it blank. He 
did not know much about art, but from a layman’s perspective, 
the painting was drawn very well and likely not a rough draft. 
So, why was there no inscription? 

Puzzled as he was, Cheng Qian was not very interested in 
people and matters unrelated to him, so he soon stopped dwell- 
ing on it. He tucked the torn scroll away and headed upstairs to 


collect more books to read in his quarters. 
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oon, it was the sixth day of the sixth month. Muchun and 
Sr. disciples wrapped up their daily routine of lessons and 
set off with a formidable retinue in tow. 

Yan Zhengming single-handedly created the spectacle by 
arranging a fleet of large carriages: one for himself and the rest 
for his belongings. He considered them necessities, while the 
others viewed them as heaps of useless knick-knacks. Aside from 
Shuikeng, who had to travel like a piece of luggage, and Cheng 
Qian, who had two extra bundles of books slung on his horse, 
everyone else packed only a small knapsack. 

Nevertheless, the scion whinged endlessly. Since he had been 
sheltered atop Mount Fuyao like a delicate flower for seven 
whole years, travelling without a roof overhead nearly cost him 
his lazy life. He saw nothing wrong in a strapping, young man 
lolling about in a perfumed carriage all day, but at least a shred 
of conscience remained. After a few days, he felt bad watching 


Muchun and his fellow disciples brave the elements while he sat 
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in the carriage, so he leaned out of the window and said to the 
skinny zhenren on his skinny steed, “Shifu, why don’t you all 
come inside? It’s too hot out there.” 

“You are so kind, Zhengming.” 

In the past year, the scion might have become even vainer but 
also a tad more sensible. Case in point, he sensed the sarcasm in 
Muchun’s utterance even though he normally never bothered to 
dwell on others’ emotions. 

Muchun rejected the offer with soft sarcasm but still tossed 
Shuikeng from her basket to the carriage in hope that her wet 
dribble would teach the privileged boy a lesson. Then he caught 
sight of Cheng Qian’s sickly complexion; the boy still had not 
recovered from his first talisman session. 

“Don't push yourself too hard. Why don’t you get some rest 
in Zhengming’s carriage?” Muchun advised. “You can read in- 
side, too.” 

Yan Zhengming chimed in, “That’s right. Xzao-Tonggian, 
come relax with Shuikeng-shimei. There's plenty of room in here 
for you two to roll around.” 

Cheng Qian immediately refused without mincing his words. 
“You're too humble. Your fleet of carriages is grand enough for 
the wedding procession of a highborn lady marrying into the 
imperial family as a niangniang.’ 

For once, the scion had found it in his heart to be generous, 
but Cheng Qian only made light of the gesture. He hufhly low- 
ered the blinds, refusing to look at the little bastard. 


In truth, Cheng Qian had a reason for not getting into the 
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carriage. Once, Muchun mentioned that Yan Zhengming had 
entered the path of cultivation through the sword. Those who 
walked the path of the sword were individuals of great resolve, 
apart from a handful of exceptions like Yan Zhengming. How- 
ever, Cheng Qian was different. The zhenren said that he had 
entered the path through the heart. 

But what did that even mean? Despite all the time spent 
soaking up knowledge in the Library, Cheng Qian still had not 
figured out the answer. His head was swimming with all sorts 
of opinions from different schools of thought, but he could not 
make heads or tails of anything. Nevertheless, one point in com- 
mon was that “those who walk the path of the sword forge their 
bodies, while those on the path of the heart refine their mind.” 

To refine one’s mind meant building one’s will, which re- 
quired focus, patience, tolerance, and perseverance. Upon reach- 
ing a certain level of cultivation, individuals could follow their 
hearts to attain great enlightenment. 

Yet, as a fledgling in the field, Cheng Qian could only think 
of one method: to give up pleasures and endure pain. He took 
advantage of the trip and the scorching summer heat as a trial 
by fire, a chance to refine his mind through self-denial. He held 
others to a high standard but held himself to an even higher one 
with no room for relaxation. Since their paths differed, he and 
the lackadaisical scion could not be travel companions. 

After three days of travel, the group arrived at Fulong, a town 
nestled on the coast of the East Sea. On clear days, one could 


glimpse from the harbour the outlines of distant islands where 
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cultivators trained. Many shops in town peddled an assortment 
of celestial artefacts amidst a throng of people from all walks 
of life, and it was challenging to distinguish between genuine 
and counterfeit goods. No matter the time of year, Fulong was 
always bustling with traffic and drew visitors in droves from far 
and wide, but this year was livelier than any other. 

After arriving, the group learnt that most of the inns were 
packed beyond capacity. Yan Zhengming proposed sending an 
attendant to find the most expensive inn in town, since he was 
willing to throw gold at the problem until they were housed in 
the finest rooms. 

However, Muchun turned a deaf ear to the lousy suggestion. 
The weasel led them to the outskirts to the south of the town, 
straight to a row of huts thatched with cogongrass that appeared 
structurally akin to stables. A handful of chickens waddled 
about with full stomachs in the clearing in front. To the side 
stood a sty made of stone, where a dumb, lard-laden pig blinked 
curiously at Yan Zhengming’s extravagant wedding retinue. 

The scion nudged open the carriage door and frowned at the 
surroundings. He prodded Cheng Qian. “What's this cursed 
place, a latrine?” 

Yan Zhengming was not one to dwell on matters or hold 
grudges. All he had going through his mind every day was how 
to create trouble and make a fuss, so he had already forgotten 
the ire he felt towards Cheng Qian’s disrespect and reconciled 
without consulting the younger boy. 


Cheng Qian gave him a pitying look. “Didn't you see Shifu 
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knock on the door to announce our arrival? This should be 
where we're staying.” 

Yan Zhengming would rather sleep in the carriage. Nothing 
irked him more than being away from home. Despair washed 
over him, and it took him a while to grudgingly recall his duties 
as the most senior disciple. After doing a headcount, he snapped 
his head towards Li Yun and barked, “Where’s Underbite Boy 
wandered off to?” 

Since Cheng Qian had developed energy perception before 
him, Li Yun refused to be distracted by play anymore. He took 
a page from the younger boys book and had been reading the 
whole time on horseback. 

Hearing the question, Li Yun pointed upwards without even 
looking away from the page. Everyone followed the direction 
of his finger to the unusually girthy goji tree flourishing on 
the property. Han Yuan and his malformed head popped out 
amongst flowers and leaves. Unaware of the assorted expressions 
on his companions’ faces, he flashed a toothy grin and chirped, 
“Lookin’ for me? I’m picking some of these red berries for you 
all. There are lots up here, and they’re sweet!” 

Yan Zhengming slammed the door shut in frustration. What 
had he done to deserve this? Why must he cultivate alongside 
annoying twits and embarrassing fools? Exasperated, he decided 
to spend the night in the carriage only to find that, due to the 
long journey, a certain toddler had failed to hold it in and left a 
wet, smelly mess inside. With no choice but to stay in one of the 


huts, Yan Zhengming wore a stony expression for most of the 
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evening. 

The establishment was aptly named The Lousy Inn. A menac- 
ing, fanged beast was depicted on the gates, and the text written 
on either side read “Three coppers a night” and “Stay at your 
own discretion”. There were no attendants to welcome or see off 
guests, which spoke volumes about the owner's attitude. 

Muchun knocked for half an hour until the innkeeper finally 
emerged. An imposing fortress of a man, he towered at over 
six feet tall and sported shoulders nearly just as wide. His hair 
and whiskers stood on end, and his broad face was bronzed and 
shiny. The corners of his thick lips drooped down in a perma- 
nent scowl, making the very image of a surly debt collector. 

The appearance of this burly character was so extraordinary 
that Li Yun’s horse started whinnying while stepping back in 
a panic and nearly backed into Yan Zhengming’s carriage. The 
poor thing’s long face stretched even longer out of sheer terror. 

Yet Muchun courteously cupped his fists and flashed a smile. 
“Wen Ya, my friend, it’s been too long.” 

The Fuyao disciples and attendants did a double take. If they 
had heard correctly, the name Wen Ya stood for “gentle ele- 
gance’, which would have been very hard to swallow. 

The irritation on the bipedal fortress’ face softened somewhat 
after he recognised Muchun. “Xiao-Chun,’ he grumbled, “what 
brings you here?” 

Cheng Qian was completely caught off guard and nearly fell 
from his horse. The mawkish nickname made his skin crawl. 


“Come on in.” Wen Ya eyed the impressive fleet of carriages 
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and frowned. “I’m glad you came, but why have you brought all 
this along? Didn’t know you were marrying off a daughter.” 

The three boys snickered as they looked pointedly at Yan 
Zhengming. Scowling, the scion drew his new sword and gave 
Li Yun’s agitated steed a firm smack on the rump. The fright- 
ened thing immediately reared up, ready to take flight, and des- 
perately bounded away from its harasser. The chickens flapped 
into the air, and even the swine joined in with oinks. 

As the cold wind blew, Yan Zhengming strode into his as- 
signed hut, the most dilapidated building he had ever stayed in, 
with his nose in the air. Even though the attendants had given 
his room a thorough clean, he still thought the bedding smelled, 
the bed was too hard, and the room was stuffy and hot. Not 
even burning incense helped ease his distress. 

So tragic were his circumstances that he did not even join 
the others for supper, instead only shoving two pieces of pastry 
down his gullet. He could have never imagined another place 
more wretched, more accursed than this so-called inn. He 
tossed and turned in bed until he could bear it no longer. Since 
he could never let those around him be at ease if he wasn’t, he 
got out of bed, ready to give Muchun a piece of his mind. 

Given its sorry state, it was no wonder that The Lousy Inn 
was echoing with emptiness. The fact that the innkeeper looked 
like he kept dead bodies in the storeroom certainly did not help 
business, either. The travellers from Mount Fuyao were the only 
guests. 


Yan Zhengming dismissed his attendants and stormed 
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through the rundown property like a headless chicken. After 
searching through all the deserted huts, he eventually located 
the miser who was the source of all his suffering in the last hut. 
However, when he noticed from afar that Muchun was chatting 
with Wen Ya, he stopped in his tracks. Confronting Muchun in 
private was not a big deal, but publicly disrespecting him would 
be crossing the line. Nonetheless, he was reluctant to give up af- 
ter going through all the trouble. 

After some deliberation, he took out from his money pouch 
a cicada wing, which was yet another one of Li Yun’s creations. 
The wing had five holes and a string strung through them. By 
wearing it like a pendant around the neck, one could impair the 
senses of those nearby, thereby concealing one’s presence. Of 
course, Li Yun was not capable of creating anything exceptional. 
The charm could not make anyone completely invisible or silent. 
It only helped in staying undetected if the wearer kept a suffi- 
cient distance and moved cautiously. It was Han Yuan’s favourite 
tool to use when ransacking bird nests. When Yan Zhengming 
caught him in the act, he lectured the little brat and confiscated 
the item for his personal use. 

With the charm hanging on his neck, Yan Zhengming circled 
around, leapt over the weather-beaten wall, and hid behind the 
hut. He would wait until Wen Ya buggered off before confront- 
ing his shifu. Despite his somewhat lax attitude towards swords- 
manship, he was still relatively agile after years of practice, and 
with the aid of the cicada wing, he narrowly managed to avoid 


detection by the two zhenren. 
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He found a spot to sit and prepared an expression that would 
adequately express his ire to Muchun. Afterwards, he began 
twiddling his thumbs while waiting for Muchun to dismiss his 
guest. Just then, he overheard their conversation. 

“When I read ‘imminent disaster’ in those strange astro- 
logical signs last year,’ Wen Ya mused, “I wasn’t sure what they 
meant. Turns out it was the arrival of the prophesied Yao, 
which I imagine must have infuriated the King of the YAO and 
provoked a rebellion amongst the YAo. The valley must have 
been awash with blood. Imagine the fated Yao being born 
amidst such carnage if he hadn't single-handedly stopped the 
chaos and sent the egg away... Now, that would’ve been a ca- 
tastrophe and not only for Mount Fuyao. By the way, where is it 
now? Has it hatched?” 

“Yes, it has, and she’s staying with us,’ Muchun said noncha- 
lantly. “I’ll check on her later in case she relieves herself on one 
of your beds.” 

The innkeeper was not impressed, naturally. 

The next moment, Muchun pressed his voice low, his tone 
stern. “Let me ask you something. The heretical cultivator with 
power rivalling that of Lord Beiming, who is he? And what’s his 
connection to my sect? Why would he sacrifice one of his souls 
to bear a latent talisman and shield us from disaster?” 

“He didn’t tell you?” 

Yan Zhengming assumed from the silence that Muchun 


shook his head. 


Wen Ya sighed. “Surely, you have someone in mind?” 
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Yan Zhengming perked up his ears, but Muchun remained 
silent for a long time before finally answering in a hushed tone, 
“Since the founding of the Fuyao Sect, many have strayed from 
the teachings and righteous paths. If we only consider the Lord 
Beimings with known origins, there are two I can name, not to 
mention those who never revealed their identities and sect afhli- 
ations... How could I possibly know which one he is?” 

“All right, you go on feigning ignorance. He wouldn’t hurt 
you anyway. If you ask me, rather than worrying about some 
remnant soul, you probably want to think about how to deal 
with that old acquaintance of yours.” 

Wen Ya deliberately pressed his voice down to a gloomy 
murmur to emphasise those two words. Yan Zhengming heard 
caution and even a bit of fear. 

Old acquaintance? The scion sat up and craned his neck. 

“My friend...” Muchun spoke in a calm tone, “in the event 
that... I may have to trouble you to care for my disciples.” 

Hang on! The acuity that Yan Zhengming had been missing 
in the last sixteen years suddenly began powering his ears. He 
even forgot that he was eavesdropping. As he listened with bat- 
ed breath, his mind raced. What did Muchun mean by that? 

Wen Ya gave a quiet, mocking scoff, although it was unclear 
whom he was mocking. “C’mon now, I’m just a nobody. How 
can I shoulder that responsibility? So much of the spiritual aura 
of the world converges on Mount Fuyao that villainous charac- 
ters appear in every generation without fail. How’s a mediocre 


person like me supposed to handle that? Besides, don’t you have 
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a chump who etched a talisman on a soul willy-nilly, all to shield 
you from calamity? I think he’s a better person to ask.” 

Muchun heaved a sigh and fell silent. Picking up on Wen Yas 
reluctance to discuss further, he tactfully transitioned to small 
talk. The two seasoned cultivators had lived for centuries and 
knew the grapevine across eras. Once the gossip mill started 
turning under the flow of hearsay, it built up speed and showed 
no sign of stopping. 

Yan Zhengming started feeling pins and needles in his legs 
before he was convinced that he would hear little more of con- 
sequence. He gingerly rose to his feet and crept away the way he 
had come. 

Despite the midsummer heat, his palms were covered with 
icy sweat as he left. Yan Zhengming practically tumbled into 
Cheng Qian’s hut. It was late, and Cheng Qian was fast asleep 
when the older boy yanked him out from under his blanket. 
Cheng Qian gave the intruder a death stare while the urge to 
scratch up that pretty face simmered within him. 

However, the scion was utterly oblivious to the younger boy’s 
irritation. Eyebrows tightly knit, he snatched up the clothes laid 
out by the bed and flung them onto the boy. “Get dressed, and 
come with me. Quickly, now!” 

Yan Zhengming paced around anxiously. He was so distract- 
ed that he did not notice the clothes had been worn by Cheng 
Qian during the day, nor did he fuss over the wrinkled belt as he 
would have under normal circumstances. With distress written 


all over his face, he just kept urging the other boy to hurry up. 
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From this behaviour, Cheng Qian deduced that Yan Zheng- 
ming must have had serious—at least, according to the scion— 
matters to share. He barely had time to throw on his robes, let 
alone comb and tie his hair, before being dragged away to the 
hut assigned to Li Yun and Han Yuan. The latter was nowhere 
to be found. Ever since leaving Mount Fuyao, the troublemaker 
had become unbridled, horsing around and gallivanting all over. 
Li Yun was still awake, working diligently under the lamplight. 
After his initial surprise at seeing the two boys arrive together, 
he noticed the cicada wing around Yan Zhengming’s neck. 

“Yan-shixiong, were you just eavesdropping on someone?” 

Yan Zhengming gave up on finding Han Yuan. Without fur- 
ther ado, he sat down and repeatedly wiped a porcelain cup, all 
the while absentmindedly sharing what he had heard outside 
Muchun’s hut. 

Cheng Qian took the cup that had practically lost a layer of 
glaze from Yan Zhengming’s fierce rubbing and poured him 
some cold tea that had sat for goodness-knows-how-long. The 
preoccupied scion drank the stale tea without hesitation. 

Li Yun exchanged a glance with Cheng Qian, then he 
frowned. Although Li Yun was often sidetracked by playful pur- 
suits, which diverted his attention from serious matters, he was 
surprisingly perceptive. “Is there something else you know, Yan- 
shixiong?” 

“Yes.” Yan Zhengming gazed down into the cold tea in his 
cup and nodded. “I think I know who the old acquaintance is.” 


Cheng Qian chimed in confidently, “Must be a heretical cul- 
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tivator. 

Yan Zhengming did a double take. “How did you know?” 

Cheng Qian had suspicions for some time. Although Mu- 
chun had a penchant for speaking nonsense, and there were 
inconsistencies between the various scriptures that he recited, 
that the Tao had no form and that man was to abide by the laws 
of heaven and nature were fundamental concepts underpinning 
his teachings. If the Tao was formless, absolute right or wrong 
did not exist either. If all paths led to the same destination, there 
should not be a distinction between good and evil. During his 
time in the sect, Cheng Qian had never heard Muchun speak 
ill of unorthodox cultivators or YAO. It was instead the usually 
carefree Yan Zhengming who frowned at the mention of the he- 
retical cultivators. 

Cheng Qian gathered his thoughts. “Last year in the valley, 
when Li-shixiong mentioned heretical cultivators, you didn’t 
even let him finish talking. I got the impression... you really de- 
spise those who walk the unorthodox path.” 

Yan Zhengming waved his hand dismissively. “I was just wor- 
ried that his nonsense would lead you astray.” 

“I see, Cheng Qian retorted without batting an eye. “So you 
werent leading us astray when you slept through lessons every 
morning.” 

Yan Zhengming could not believe how witty the brat was! 
He rolled his eyes before recounting calmly. “I’ve never told you 
how I met Shifu. When I was eight, I fell out with my family 
and stormed off in a huff all by myself only to get kidnapped by 
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this man as soon as I ran off. He was a handsome one, but he 
looked sickly, like he was on his last legs. Anyway, he took us to 
an abandoned Taoist temple.” 

No surprise there. The scion’s audacious personality had not 
changed much. 

Cheng Qian blinked. “Us?” 

“Yes, us.” Yan Zhengming nodded. “There were four other 
kids around my age. One was a girl. The kidnapper practised the 
ways of the unspeakable, and he killed the girl first. I watched 
him choke her, but instead of killing her, he ripped out her three 
heavenly and seven earthly souls from her forehead, leaving her 
an empty husk. She was still breathing, and her heart was beat- 
ing for another eight days before she finally died. That was my 
first time... seeing death.” 

The episode must have been etched into his memory so well 
that he could recount every detail after nearly a decade. 

Li Yun was stupefied. “Why would a heretical cultivator kill 
young children?” 

“He tossed the girl’s souls into a horrible-smelling oil lamp. 
The flames immediately leapt up and burnt bright for as long 
as I could remember. Then he drew our blood each day to fuel 
the lamp instead of killing us outright. At first, it was fine, just 
disgusting, but a few days later, some of us were dying, since we 
were so young, and we didn’t have much blood.” 

This all sounded increasingly familiar to Cheng Qian. He 
blurted out, “A soul-eating lamp?” 


Li Yun gasped. “What?” 
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Yan Zhengming scowled. “How did you know that?” 

“T read about it in the Library,” Cheng Qian answered frank- 
ly. “A soul-eating lamp can be used to refine souls. The most 
basic wick is made from the souls of virgin girls, and for fuel, 
refined corpse fat is mixed with the blood of virgin boys. After 
burning for forty-nine days, the lamp will have refined the girls’ 
souls into apparitions that could be utilised by the lamp owner. 
This is one of the paths of unorthodox cultivation known as the 
path of the ghost.” 

Yan Zhengming grabbed Cheng Qian by the wrist. His voice 
and expression were severe. “Cheng Qian! Did I open the door 
of the Library for you to read about bleeding boys and refining 
souls?” 

“You didn’t say I couldn't,” Cheng Qian countered with fear- 
less self-assurance. “There are countless unorthodox paths. I just 
happened to skim a few.” 

“All right, that’s enough.” Li Yun was keen enough to see 
that the conversation had veered off course and hastily steered 
it back. “Yan-shixiong, do go on. What happened to the blood- 
thirsty cultivator? Shifu rescued you, so you joined the sect?” 

Yan Zhengming shot a death glare at Cheng Qian before re- 
plying, “Shifu did rescue me, but that’s not the point... 

“Shifu knew the fiend. I heard it. Shifu addressed him as 
shixiong. 

Li Yun and Cheng Qian were both stunned. Li Yun blurted, 


“Our shifu’s shixiong. Th-then, doesn’t that make him our... our 


shibo?” 
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As soon as these words escaped his mouth, Li Yun felt that 
Han Yuan’s case of terminal stupidity must have infected him. 
He hastily rubbed his forehead in regret. 

“Of course not,’ Yan Zhengming sternly corrected him. “Did 
you toss the sect rules to the wind?! Anyone who delves in un- 
orthodox cultivation in defiance of the natural order, such as the 
path of the ghost or of slaughter, will be immediately expelled 
and never allowed back.” 

The room fell silent for some time. Cheng Qian was the 
first to collect himself. “So, the old acquaintance the innkeeper 
spoke of might be our...” He trailed off, unsure how to address 
this person before finally squeezing out a suggestion. “Um... our 
former shibo?” 

“Who else could it be?” Yan Zhengming snapped in exas- 
peration. “How could there be so many unorthodox cultivators 
from Mount Fuyao? We're a proper sect.” 

Li Yun tested the waters. “Do you think we'll really run 
into that powerful fiend on this trip? What do you think, Yan- 
shixiong? Should we ask Shifu tomorrow 2?” 

Yan Zhengming immediately rejected it with a curt shake of 
the head. Muchun was prone to spouting nonsense, but when it 
came to important matters, he was as tight-lipped as a clam. Yan 
Zhengming doubted that they would get anything useful out of 
him. He pondered for a moment before clutching at a glimmer 
of hope. “If we really bump into that fiend, Shifu will surely try 
to find a way to shake us off. Any ideas on how to tail him dis- 


creetly when this happens?” 
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Cheng Qian had practically lived in the Library. Several 
possible solutions swiftly came to mind, and he considered and 
eliminated each and every one until ultimately accepting their 
bleak outlook. To tail Muchun, they would need someone who 
was more capable and powerful than the zhenren himself. 

“IT doubt it'll work,” Cheng Qian said, “unless Li-shixiong 
slathers some of that divine potion on Shifu and creates another 
toad to track him, but I think the poor toad will feign dead like 
the last one when it sees a powerful character.” 

“Don't look at me. I’m out of ideas.” Li Yun spread his hands 
in surrender. “Any being with sense would cower before pow- 
erful enemies. Those that don’t must be plain dumb and useless 
for tracking.” 

“Must possess sense and won't cower...” Yan Zhengming fell 
quiet in contemplation. “Oh, what about Shuikeng?” 

Cheng Qian rolled his eyes. He failed to see how the toddler 
possessed sense or would not cower. Then it dawned on him. 
Although they were incapable of tracking Muchun, surely they 
could plant something on Shuikeng and track her, right? Ever 
since the lot of them unwittingly subjected the toddler to tor- 
ment, Muchun had been carrying her himself, which meant she 
would definitely be the last one to see him regardless of what he 
decided to do. 

After a brief discussion, the trio found a wooden strip and 
whittled it into skinny slices in order to carve a tracking talis- 
man. The well-read Cheng Qian provided instructions while 


Yan Zhengming clumsily did the labour. The tracker was quite 
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rudimentary, since Cheng Qian had yet to delve into advanced 
versions, but Yan Zhengming struggled with it at his current 
skill level, which resulted in repeated failures. 

After hours of fruitless efforts, the annoyed scion shook out 
his aching hands. He had never been so devoted even during 
his talisman lessons. He could not help but shoot a fierce look 
at Cheng Qian and ranted, “What lousy method is this? You're 
not pulling my leg, are you?” 

Don't blame the chamber pot if you can't shit. Cheng Qian 
swallowed back his vulgar words. Instead, he channelled these 
sentiments into his eyes and raked his contemptuous gaze over 
Yan Zhengming from head to toe. 

While the two bickered, the mentally and physically exhaust- 
ed Li Yun had to play the peacemaker. The trio laboured well 
into the night before managing to complete the talisman. 

“All right, that’s it.” Yan Zhengming handed the finished 
product to Li Yun who was yawning nonstop. “You figure out 
how to put it on her. Can’t believe I wasted my sleep on this 
rubbish.” 

And whos to blame for this? But Cheng Qian was so drowsy 
that he felt too light-headed to engage in verbal repartee with 
Yan-niangniang playing the victim. Without a word, he got up 
and stumbled back to his own hut. Just as he was about to en- 
ter, the scion caught up and called out to him. “Hold on, Xiao- 
Qian, I need to talk to you.” 

The adolescent had sprouted up like a weed in the past year. 


His once bright voice had settled into a deeper register. When 
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he was not babbling nonsense, he actually sounded like a grown 
man, but such gravitas from him was rare. 

Cheng Qian rubbed his eyes and turned to him with an 
inquisitive stare. The slender Yan Zhengming looked graceful 
standing in the moonlight. The darkness of the night tempered 
his usual impetuous and capricious nature, lending him a rather 
uncharacteristic air. 

“Well, there’s something I didn’t mention earlier. Actually...” 
the scion said hesitantly. “I also heard Wen whatshisname say 
something else.” 

Cheng Qian held his breath. 

“He said that a lot of spiritual aura converges on Mount 
Fuyao, and that villainous characters always appear in every gen- 
eration...” He trailed off as he studied Cheng Qian, who, to him, 
resembled a bamboo—appearing brittle enough to easily snap 
in half, yet inwardly as cold and hard as could be with a hollow 
lurking with innumerous emotions. Yan Zhengming leaned in 
slightly and whispered, “I don’t have to worry about you, do I?” 

This was one of the few occasions when Cheng Qian nei- 
ther scoffed nor argued. He sensed the genuine concern in Yan 
Zhengming’s voice, and it did not matter whether he was worry- 
ing for nothing. The older boy was generally lazy and arrogantly 
indulgent, which was possible only because the junior disciples 
yielded to him most of the time. Cheng Qian seldom got the 
impression that the older boy was a brother figure, and its rarity 


made such moments more precious. Therefore, he shook his 


head. 


223 


ae Chapter 7 


Letting out a light sigh, Yan Zhengming placed a hand on the 
back of Cheng Qian’s dishevelled head and gently pushed him 
into the hut. 

“Well, then,” Yan Zhengming murmured. The next moment, 
his usual self returned. He rudely pointed at the creased cloth- 
ing on the younger boy. “Change into a fresh set of clothes in 
the morning. You look like a rag, you know?” 

Cheng Qian, in fact, did not know. He responded by slam- 
ming the door in Yan Zhengming’s face. 

However, the night was not over for Cheng Qian. He had 
just tucked himself in when he was awakened again. In contrast 
to the brutish scion, who had kicked open the door and dragged 
him out of bed, Han Yuan tapped on the window lattice like a 
persistent woodpecker, which proved even more irritating, leav- 
ing Cheng Qian fuming and unable to relax. 

Cheng Qian had been forcing his meridians to expand, all 
while experiencing a growth spurt. The discomfort from his 
meridians and bones blended into a continuous ache that was so 
unbearable he often could not sleep well during the night. Hav- 
ing been lucky enough to fall asleep but unlucky enough to be 
awakened twice, he wished that he could turn the annoying duo 
into mincemeat. 

Instead of entering from the door, Han Yuan crawled in 
through the window under Cheng Qian’s impassive stare and 
plopped down by the bed without any reservations. “Hey, guess 


what I just saw?” 


Cheng Qian refused to guess. He flopped back down and 


224 


pulled the covers over his head. 

“Quit sleeping, get up! I gotta show you something interest- 
ing!” Han Yuan pounced on Cheng Qian and tugged on the 
blanket. “You've never seen anything like this! Xiao-Qian? Xiao- 
Qian!” 

Cheng Qian stubbornly burrowed under the covers and 
yelled through the fabric, “Ask Yan-niangniang to go with you!” 

Han Yuan looked aghast. “You're kidding! Never in a million 
years. He'd burn me like he burns his incense!” 

Cheng Qian rolled away from him. “Try Li Yun, then!” 

“I did” Han Yuan grumbled. “I was shouting loud enough to 
make him go deaf, but he just slept through it!” 


Now, Cheng Qian didn’t want to be the easiest to wake and 


the least explosive in temper either, but such was his fate. 

Han Yuan pulled the covers off the boy, ignoring the latter’s 
reserved fury as he said in his ear, “Ever seen a ghost?” 

Cheng Qian was about to blow up, but upon hearing those 


words, his knit eyebrows twitched. “What?” 


“The market’s open these days, and I stayed around a bit too 
long,’ Han Yuan explained as the two stole out of The Lousy 
Inn, “so I took a shortcut on my way back. This way, watch your 
step.” 

Still drowsy, Cheng Qian stumbled after him, carefully avoid- 
ing the muddy patches. He was amazed that Han Yuan had al- 
ready familiarised himself with the surroundings in such a short 


time. Could this be some secret skill that only seasoned beggars 
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possessed? 

Cheng Qian was led farther away from the populated areas. 
He gripped his wooden sword in one hand and the carving 
knife in the other. Having little faith in Han Yuan, he left piles 
of pebbles along the way to mark their route. 

A chilly gust cleared Cheng Qians muddled mind. Only then 
did he realise Yan Zhengming’s talk about the path of the ghost 
had somehow pushed him to follow Han Yuan at the mention 
of “ghost”. 

To have followed Han Yuan out in the dead of night just to see a 
ghost, I must have caught his disease of stupidity. 

As Cheng Qian berated himself inwardly, he suddenly shiv- 
ered. The pair had arrived at a riverbank. Due to his inability to 
sense energy, Han Yuan simply attributed the gloom and cold to 
the late hour. However, Cheng Qian could sense that it was not 
just a cold night. He caught a whiff of an ominous stench and 
jolted to attention, the last hints of sleepiness disappearing. 

There shouldn't be any real danger. Cheng Qian analysed as 
he took the leaf that had settled on his shoulder into his palm. 
If there was, how could Han Yuan have managed to go back to the 
inn? 

Han Yuan was completely oblivious to the other boy’s anxi- 
ety. Hands cupped around his mouth, he yelled at the top of his 
lungs, “Oi, where ve you gone? I’ve brought my shixiong. Come 
out already!” 

Cheng Qian went on tiptoe to slap a hand over the boy’s 
mouth. He asked through gritted teeth, “What the heck have 
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you got us into?!” 

“Mmmph... Mmmmph...” 

With his mouth covered, Han Yuan resorted to directing 
his expressive gaze over the shorter boy’s shoulder. Cheng Qian 
followed his gaze and nearly forgot to breathe. A spectral glow 
was floating behind him—the ghost of a man, with his pallid 
complexion, stared back blankly. 

Cheng Qian quickly got between it and Han Yuan. “Who are 
you?” 

Han Yuan pushed his arm away and patted his shoulder reas- 
suringly. “Relax, you don’t have to be afraid. Granted, at first, I 
was, but then I noticed he’s kind of dumb, and it’s rather funny.” 

As if their situation was not already chaotic enough, Han 
Yuan picked up a pebble and hurled it before Cheng Qian could 
stop him. It sailed through the ghost before skipping on the 
ground twice. The ghost looked down at the pebble in complete 
confusion. 

Han Yuan grinned. “See what I mean?” 

Cheng Qian only wanted to smack him. When the pebble 
passed through the ghost, he was sure he smelled a stench that 
resembled the nauseating scent of blood. 

Refined corpse fat mixed with the blood of virgin boys...? 

Cheng Qian did not care to know how Han Yuan had man- 
aged to leave. There was only one burning question: what in the 
world was wrong with him?! Last time the troublemaker took a 
stroll in the Valley of the YAo and ran into a rebellion, and this 


time he took another stroll in the middle of the night and ran 


227 


Cotas 


“2 


4) 


HR 


Chapter 7 


into a heretical cultivator?! 

Cheng Qian could see Introduction to Talismans in his mind’s 
eye, and he desperately flipped through until a simple talisman 
leapt out. Of course, the final chapter mentioned carving on 
leaves! It required far less energy compared to carving on wood, 
but the products could only be reliably used once. The book also 
provided two examples, an illumination talisman and a... what 
was the other one again? 

Cheng Qian bit down hard on his tongue, but he then re- 
membered he had not read the function of the second example, 
and he did not have the luxury to worry about details. Locking 
his eyes on the ghost, Cheng Qian shoved his hands behind his 
back and pressed his knife against the leaf. As soon as he did, he 
recognised the recklessness of his actions. Despite it being just a 
leaf, to a beginner carver, it felt like attempting to run before he 
could walk. 

The strokes must flow uninterrupted, without breaks or pauses... 

Cheng Qian felt his spiritual energy drain away like water, 
drawn by the knife into the leaf. His face grew exceedingly pale 
as the ghost swayed towards him, enveloping him in the putrid 
stench of decay. Miraculously, the impending danger sparked 
Cheng Qian’s latent potential, and he completed his very first 
talisman without any serious issue. At that moment, a profound 
power travelled from the leaf to his hand, but he was not in the 
mood to savour it. He staggered, struggling to maintain balance 
while feeling pinpricks through his meridians. 

Han Yuan gripped his arm. “What’s wrong, Xiao-Qian?” 
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Cheng Qian gnashed his teeth and took two deep breaths 
before shoving him away. “Go back and get Shifu!” 

“Huh?” 

“Now!” 

The leaf let out a faint glow. Perhaps because Cheng Qian 
had not properly executed the first carving of his life, only half 
of it lit up. The ghost noticed the glowing leaf, and a flicker of 
clarity flashed across his face. His lifeless eyes shifted, and his 
pale, cracked lips moved. A murmur barely escaped. 

“Heart cleanser... It’s a talisman...” 

Cheng Qian felt his knees nearly buckling. He shouldn't have 
got his hopes up. How could an entry-level talisman inscribed 
on a leaf have been anything lethal such as heart-piercing arrows 
or a flame caster? Bitter regret crept through him. Even the illu- 
mination talisman would have been more useful. 

Eyes still on the talisman, the ghost stepped forward, leaving 
Cheng Qian nowhere to retreat. Cold sweat soaked through his 
robe, and he was shaking like a leaf. Nevertheless, he drew his 
wooden sword and managed to keep it aimed unwaveringly at 
the enemy. 

“I...” The ghost stopped in his tracks, regaining his senses and 
struggling to speak. “Child, I’m not... a bad person...” 

The ghost sounded stilted and hoarse as though he had not 
spoken in centuries, which made him look rather pitiful, but 
Cheng Qian, always cold-hearted towards strangers, remained 
unmoved. He simply shouted to Han Yuan, who was behind 


him, “Scram! Go get Shifu! You'll only get in the way!” 
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A confused Han Yuan looked at the other boy, who appeared 
to be overexerting himself. “Xzao-Qian, he said he wasn't—” 

“Shut up! You idiot!” Cheng Qian reached his limits. “He 
walks the heretical path of the ghost!” 

This effectively silenced Han Yuan. He stood frozen, his ex- 
pression transitioning from shock to blankness before finally 
being replaced by sheer terror. With a panicked yelp, he turned 
on his heels and bolted. 

Cheng Qian tried to stand even taller as a mix of emotions 
warred within him. He felt vexed and worried with Han Yuan 
nearby, yet when the taller boy left as he had demanded, he felt 
an icy pain hit his heart as though an icicle had pierced it. How- 
ever, before he could suppress his distress, he heard stumbling 
footsteps coming from behind. To his surprise, he turned to 
see the taller boy returning with a hefty rock from who-knows- 
where hoisted above his own head. 

Wearing a ferocious expression as if to express his readiness 
for violence, Han Yuan barked at the ghost, “A-are you really a 
heretic?” 

Cheng Qian was utterly defeated by the display of idiocy. 
What was the point of the rock? Did Han Yuan plan on inca- 
pacitating a ghost with it?! 

“No, I’m not,’ the ghost responded, to their surprise. “I... I’m 
but an apparition...” 

An apparition was a soul extracted from a living person and 
thrown into a soul-eating lamp for refinement. Once refined, an 


apparition had no consciousness and was completely subservi- 
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ent to the will of the lamp’s owner. 

“I am... someone who escaped, not a heretical cultivator.” The 
apparition's incoherent, disorganised speech gradually grew flu- 
ent. He peered at Cheng Qian and asked politely, “Child, could 
you please give me the talisman in your hand?” 

“Lies.” Cheng Qian sneered. “Apparitions all used to be vir- 
gin girls, and you don't look like one to me.” 

Her father, more like it! 

The dazed apparition fell into a long silence. His gaze drifted 
from the talisman to Cheng Qian and his wooden sword. As 
he searched through his memories, his eyes revealed his bewil- 
derment. Finally, he murmured, “A sword of wood... You must 
be a disciple of the Fuyao Sect. No wonder you're able to carve 
talismans at such a young age... You're right that the wick of a 
soul-eating lamp can be made from the souls of a virgin girl. It 
yields the lowest quality but is the most common because they 
are the easiest to capture and refine. To create a greater product, 
one can use the souls of a cultivator, but the most powerful wick 
is made with nascent souls, which are souls of cultivators tem- 
pered through trials and tribulations.” 

“Then, what are you?” Han Yuan asked. 

“A nascent soul,” he whispered, anguish evident on his face. 
Then he noticed the scepticism on Cheng Qian’s expression and 
picked up the pebble that Han Yuan had thrown. 

Cheng Qian’s pupils contracted as he recalled that ordinary 
souls could not interact with physical objects. That the appari- 


tion could hold the pebble confirmed his claim. 
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That being said... cultivators had to develop energy percep- 
tion then undergo rigorous cultivation for years to incorporate 
and condense the energy, with which few could then success- 
fully forge their three heavenly souls into a nascent soul. It was 
something that not even Muchun had achieved, Cheng Qian 
suspected, for those who had were all Great Powers of their 
time. Cheng Qian slowly lowered his sword. Even someone with 
no self-awareness would have recognised that he was defenceless 
against a cultivator with such formidable achievements. The ap- 
parition had no reason to deceive him. 

“Iam Tang Zhen of Mount Mulan. In fact, I’ve had the hon- 
our of meeting your shifu.” The apparition looked off somewhere 
distant. “A century ago, I fell victim to a villain and his schemes, 
and my nascent soul became trapped in the lamp. Thankfully, I 
escaped by a stroke of luck before I had been completely refined, 
but after a century of captivity, [Id lost my mental faculties 
and nearly forgotten myself... but thanks to your talisman, my 
heart's been cleansed... Could you... give it to me?” 

Cheng Qian was merely a novice, and that crudely carved leaf 
was his first successful one. Tang Zhen’s request felt to him more 
like a gesture of respect than anything. He laid the leaf down 
before warily grabbing Han Yuan and backing away. 

Joy flashed across Tang Zhen’s face as he summoned the leaf 
into his hand. The talisman’s fluorescence swiftly intensified, 
blooming into a white brilliance that penetrated his form and 
dispelled the eerie and bloody stench. His deathly pallor reced- 


ed, and he almost resembled a living man. With a deep breath, 
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he cupped his hands before his chest and bowed deeply to the 
boys. “Words cannot express my gratitude. Please extend my 
regards to your shifu. Jiang Peng, the heretic who trapped me, 
has some history with your sect, and I urge your shifu to be pru- 
dent.” 

With that, Tang Zhen vanished into thin air, leaving no evi- 
dence as to his presence. 

“What'd he mean?” Han Yuan asked in bewilderment long 
after he had vanished. “What d’you think that was?” 

Cheng Qian did not reply. His vision went black as he col- 
lapsed, but luckily, the startled Han Yuan managed to catch 
him. 

“Whats the matter, Xiao-Qian?” 

Cheng Qian felt drained. His ears buzzed, and his limbs were 
limp, useless noodles. He could do nothing while the able-bod- 
ied but feeble-minded Han Yuan clumsily carried him piggy- 
back. The shit-stirrer did not stop chattering as he ran back to 
the inn. “Say something, Xiao-Qian? Cheng-shixiong?” 

Cheng Qian felt so dizzy that he thought he might vomit. 
Fingers shaking, he clutched at the other boy’s clothes. He 
hissed with what little strength he had left, “I’m telling Shifu 


about this. You're so dead.” 
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TT" next day, Cheng Qian woke up feeling as good as dead 
only to find a nervous Han Yuan sprawled by his bed, 


staring at him as if he was not long for this world. Ignoring him, 
Cheng Qian crawled out of bed, got dressed, and staggered off 
to wash up. 

Han Yuan trailed after Cheng Qian like a big pug that knew 
it had gotten into trouble, but all it earned him was a hostile 
greeting. 

“Get lost.” 

Han Yuan pulled a pitiful face and put on an even more piti- 
ful tone. “Cheng-shixiong...” 

Cheng Qian maintained a stiff expression. “I won't tattle, all 
right? Just get lost! Or I'll talk to Shifu now!” 

Finally, Han Yuan shut his mouth and scurried away hugging 
the wall. 

By the time Cheng Qian dried the water on his face, he had 


arrived at a conclusion. According to Yan Zhengming, Muchun 
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was aware that the one named Jiang Peng was here, thanks to 
Innkeeper Wen. He did not see the point in exposing their 
knowledge to the zhenren, which would have made it difficult 
to keep an eye on him. 

Upon leaving his hut, Cheng Qian saw Yan Zhengming 
pointedly critiquing the fare at The Lousy Inn then even or- 
dering the attendants to fix a separate meal for him right under 
Wen Yas nose. Meanwhile, Han Yuan hounded the insolent sci- 
on, nagging him about taking everyone on a ride in the carriage. 
Very clearly, the former beggar had not learnt his lesson even 
after a petrifying night. Yan Zhengming pulled every trick in the 
book to refuse the pestering boy. Where was there to go in this 
godforsaken place? Not to mention, Shuikeng had leaked in his 
carriage. 

Having awoken extremely unwell and irritable, Cheng Qian 
felt even worse listening to the two loudmouths. Without hes- 
itation, he vented his temper. “Just get Shuikeng to clean your 
carriage for you.” 

He gestured towards Yan Zhengming’s carriage, where the 
toddler had wandered into while nobody was paying attention. 
She was happily gnawing on a corner of the mat she had soiled. 
Then, large innocent eyes blinking, she looked up with a beam- 
ing smile and a trail of drivel. 

To rub salt into the wound, Cheng Qian casually comment- 
ed, “Look, she’s washed it with her spit.” 

Yan Zhengming could just about tear this little monster into 


shreds. Never in a million years would he stay in the uninhab- 
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itable hut, nor would he sit in the carriage. He was too far away 
from Mount Fuyao now. He tilted his head to the sky, realising 
that the world was so vast, yet there was no refuge for him. 

But soon, Muchun rescued him by declaring, “Morning les- 
sons today are cancelled. All of you can go out and enjoy your- 
selves. We'll be here for a few more hours before setting sail for 
Azure Dragon Island in the afternoon.” 

Han Yuan cheered and looked at Muchun eagerly. “Shifu, I 
heard the market's on today, too.” 

“Didn't I just pass you some spending money yesterday?” 
Muchun fumed for quite a while before eventually succumbing 
to Han Yuan's pleading gaze. He begrudgingly fished out anoth- 
er pouch from his sleeve, lecturing like a miser, “Don’t waste it 
on needless things, all right?” 

Like a bird freed from its cage, Han Yuan joyfully went to ral- 
ly his companions after getting the money. Yan Zhengming ig- 
nored him and continued instructing the attendants to prepare 
a makeshift bed with several layers of felt so he could catch up 
on sleep. Li Yun was tempted to join the excursion but bitterly 
changed his mind after glancing at Cheng Qian and recalling his 
own lacklustre progress. 

“I’m going to practise my swordsmanship.” 

Han Yuan gingerly turned to the third and last boy and obse- 
quiously tried to entice him. “Cheng-shixiong, how about I take 
you shopping for some fruit?” 

“Take Shuikeng-shimei instead,” Cheng Qian quipped. “You 


two have more in common and get along better.” 
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In the end, Han Yuan scooped up the toddler. Scratching his 
head, he felt mocked by the younger boy but soon dismissed it. 
He knew Cheng Qian hid his prickly nature under a cottony ex- 
terior, stinging anyone who ventured close, sometimes not even 
sparing Muchun. Han Yuan was used to it, so he merrily ambled 
away with Shuikeng. 

Having watched Muchun’s disciples gather and disperse after 
such a brief interaction, Wen Ya evaluated them in turn behind 
their backs, his face as stony as ever. 

The first to be assessed was Yan Zhengming. “Lacks temper- 
ing, useless.” 

Looking at Li Yun, he remarked, “Lacks fortitude, useless.” 

Facing Cheng Qian, he simply offered a curt “useless” with- 
out further explanation. 

Han Yuan was the only one spared the one-word judgement; 
Wen Ya turned to Muchun in utter disbelief. “Did you snag that 
one up just to meet some target?” 

As for Shuikeng, Wen Ya dismissed her, since she was just a 
toothless toddler. He concluded his commentary, disregarding 
Muchun’s overcast expression, and flounced away with a snort 


and a flick of his sleeves. 


Later in the afternoon, the group from Mount Fuyao boarded 
a ship for Azure Dragon Island. 

Most of those seeking immortality were mortals who were 
divided by class and were keen to compare themselves with one 


another. Vessels of all sizes were lined up at the Fulong Harbour, 
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from ornately carved ships with silken curtains to little ram- 
shackle boats that would take on water if slightly rocked. 

Being the unsophisticated type, Muchun quickly set his sights 
on the most economical options: a few boats charging only five 
copper pieces per passenger. There were even broken basins and 
bowls on board supposedly for bailing out the vessels. 

This time, Yan Zhengming won a round against Muchun. 
While the zhenren made his way with small, quick steps towards 
the docks to book the boats, Yan Zhengming had already sent 
attendants to secure the largest, most expensive, and most luxu- 
rious ship at speed. He then strutted onto the deck first, nose in 
the air, chest puffed out. 

Cheng Qian trailed behind Muchun, not in a rush to be 
associated with any of his fellow disciples. He noticed for the 
first time Muchun frowning at the actions of the sect’s backer. 
“What's wrong, Shifu? Is Yan-shixiong being too wasteful?” 

“Wealth is external; it comes and goes. There's no need to be 
overly concerned with it.” Muchun’s tone changed with a sigh. 
“Its just that he shouldn't be flaunting it.” 

Cheng Qian’s initial confusion quickly gave way to realisa- 
tion. He scanned the shore and saw all the people heading for 
Azure Dragon Island. Apart from the usual fishermen and boat- 
men were cultivators from various sects. Among them, some of 
the younger ones could not conceal their thoughts while eyeing 
the ostentatious procession on the luxurious ship. 

Yan Zhengming swaggered about, directing the attendants to 


load his bits and bobs prepared solely for his extravagant indul- 
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gence. He behaved nothing like a cultivator and more like a rich, 
spoiled heir, his actions screaming profligacy and immaturity. 
Many looked at him with disdain, clearly repulsed by his be- 
haviour. The few loitering around the cheaper boats were likely 
pinched for funds, judging by the tattered rags on their bodies, 
and they all glared at Yan Zhengming from afar with dark ex- 
pressions that hinted at ill intentions. 

Cheng Qian gripped his wooden sword tightly. He blurted 
a question. “Shifu, when will I be able to use a real sword? Like 
the one Yan-shixiong has? I reckon I’m a better swordsman than 
he is.” 

Muchun looked down at the boy with a compassionate look. 
“Whatever for?” 

Cheng Qian scanned the sea of unfriendly gazes around them 
again, mulling over how to express himself. He was acutely sen- 
sitive towards hostility and found security only when a sharp 
weapon was in hand. Although he privately considered Yan 
Zhengming a narcissistic fop, Muchun’s comment about not at- 
tracting attention felt jarring to him. 

Why must one live his life under the shadow of scrutiny, 
always conforming to external expectations? Why must one 
go against their true nature just to appease the envious gaze of 
fools? 

He somehow knew that Muchun might not be receptive 
to these thoughts. Hence, he steered clear of the inconvenient 
questions. “I saw them all carrying real swords.” 


Muchun gave him a smile. “The sword technique you practise 
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is unlike any other. You might accidentally harm yourself with a 
real blade, so let’s wait until you're older.” 

Cheng Qian went quiet, sensing something unspoken in Mu- 
chun’s words. 

With the ship reserved and the flaunting complete, Muchun 
had no choice but to board the ship with Cheng Qian in tow. 
Their journey was blessed by fine weather, and the waters were 
calm as the boat sailed into the East Sea. The indistinct outline 
of their destination grew increasingly clear. Perhaps energised by 
the briny tang of the waves, Shuikeng was a whirlwind of excite- 
ment, scrambling up and down Muchun’s withered shoulders 
and playing with his hair until it resembled a bird’s nest. 

Alongside were many fellow travellers. Cheng Qian could 
see a group of swordsmen-cultivators sparring on a nearby ship. 
Several older men were riding on their swords next to another 
ship, likely safeguarding the younger members of their sect. 
One of them with a cylindrical body found their speed unsatis- 
factory and raised both arms. His enormous sleeves caught the 
sea breeze and whipped up the waves, which functioned like an 
invisible hand pushing their ship. The large vessel burst through 
the waves like a gust of wind, simultaneously almost capsizing 
several nearby boats. 

The first ship where cultivators were sparring nearly tipped 
over, too. A middle-aged man who appeared to be a senior 
member stepped out onto the bow wielding a hefty sword in 
hand. He planted the sword vertically beside him and began 


employing some technique. Though his face reddened from ex- 
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ertion, he managed to keep the decent-sized boat from capsizing 
then and there. As for the Fuyao Sect, who had no protector, 
their ship's large size proved advantageous in terms of stability. 
It merely rocked gently and took on a bit of seawater while rid- 
ing the massive waves. 

Wooden sword in hand, Cheng Qian stood by the gunwale 
watching all this with a cold heart. He noticed the stares from 
those on the pathetic little boats nearby becoming increasingly 
hostile. Evidently, these cultivators did not abide by the belief of 
non-action like those of Fuyao. Some used their power to instil 
terror, and their victims, instead of hating the oppressors, envied 
and resented those who escaped unscathed. 

A wave of disillusionment washed over him, taking with it his 
desire to watch these “Great Powers” showing off. The arrogant, 
prideful part of him began acting up, and he felt that travelling 
alongside the likes of them was quite unflattering. 

Out of sight, out of mind. He turned around and entered 
the cabin. Amidst the turbulence, he picked a room and settled 
down. Motivated by a fervent desire to become a Great Power 
the very next day, he fished out his knife and wooden plaque 
and started an extra practice session. 

Besides the staple literature and talisman manuals, Cheng 
Qian had also brought a sword manual titled Swordplay of the 
Tides from the Library, whose central idea coincided with the 
journey to the East Sea. Having mastered the second form of the 
Fuyao Wooden Swordplay, he was starting on the third, effec- 


tively matching Li Yun’s progress. His rapid advancement could 
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be explained by the fact he was the only disciple in the sect who 
trained so hard that the skin on his hands had been rubbed raw. 

In contrast to the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay, other sword 
techniques were much simpler, lacking dizzying variations. Just 
as Cheng Qian had run through the Swordplay of the Tides a 
few times and began to grasp its essence, Li Yun burst into his 
room. 

“Xiao-Qian!” Li Yuns breath was ragged as he threw open 
the door. “What are you hiding here for? Come up with me 
now! Something’s happening!” 

Alarmed, Cheng Qian raced back to the deck with him. A 
briny stench assaulted him as he emerged, nearly sending him 
reeling. He then noticed the unsettling darkness. The sky that 
had been clear was shrouded in menacing clouds that stretched 
as far as the eye could see and blocked out any remaining day- 
light. All ships on the sea had come to a standstill. The swords- 
men that had flown around like flamboyant flies were standing 
on the deck of their respective vessels, their expressions grim 
and wary. The bewildered younger disciples followed suit and 
looked to the sky, their faces petrified as they waited for some- 
thing awesome to happen. 

Li Yun was on tenterhooks pacing up and down. He whis- 
pered to Cheng Qian, “Is that the heretic cultivator Yan-shixiong 
mentioned? What does he want?” 

Cheng Qian recalled Tang Zhen’s words. “He might be tak- 
ing advantage of the crowd at the market to harvest some souls 


to refine.” 
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Li Yun turned to him in horror. 

“What? If he’s going to seize anyone, it'll be those that can 
fly, not you. Relax.” Cheng Qian reassured him while glancing 
around. “Where's Shifu gone?” 

Out of nowhere, the shrill cry of a hawk resounded from afar, 
followed by eerie laughter made up of a cacophony of voices 
merging into a hair-raising chorus reverberating through the air. 
It started low and scattered but gradually grew sharper, reaching 
a screeching crescendo of wails and howls. 

Li Yun staggered backwards, hands clamped over his ears. 
“What the heck?” 

Amidst the chaos, Cheng Qian’s breath hitched at the smell 
of orchids that he knew so well. It enveloped him as Yan Zheng- 
ming appeared out of nowhere and grabbed him by the shoul- 
der. 

“What are you two doing out here? Get in the cabin now!” 
he fumed. 

Cheng Qian scanned the surroundings but did not find Mu- 
chun. He became anxious and clutched Yan Zhengming’s sleeve. 
“Where's Shifu2” 

“I don’t know. I’m looking for him, too,” the older boy re- 
plied, his expression marked with gloom. “Get back inside. 
You'll only get in the—” 

Another wave of bloodcurdling laughter swiftly drowned 
him out. Recognising their plight, Li Yun promptly retreated to 
the cabin. Cheng Qian, however, proved less biddable. With no 


time for diplomacy, the scion resorted to brute force and shoved 
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the younger boy into the cabin lit by wind-proof and shock-re- 
sistant storm lanterns. When Cheng Qian saw Han Yuan hud- 
dled up inside with Shuikeng in his arms, his heart sank. Since 
they believed that Muchun would not leave the toddler until the 
very last moment, Li Yun had hidden and secured the tracking 
talisman to her waist with a silk sash. If only they had known 
Muchun would go missing right after the talisman was attached. 

Yan Zhengming was the last to enter. His face was ghastly 
pale with a tinge of blue. After panting a few times, he backed 
up against the door and covered his mouth as though trying to 
suppress the urge to vomit. 

“Yan-shixiong, are you all right?” Han Yuan asked. 

Yan Zhengming ignored the question. “I recognise the stink. 
It’s how the soul-eating lamp smelled when it was lit.” 

Li Yun, who was by the window, whispered, “Shh, look at the 
sky.” 

Cheng Qian lifted his gaze to see countless indistinct figures 
materialising in the looming darkness. Thousands upon thou- 
sands of shadows dressed in tattered clothing hovered in the air, 
transforming the sea into the ferry crossing in the Underworld. 

All these apparitions... but how could there be so many of 
them? Just how powerful was this fiend?! 

Dark clouds billowed above while the sea roiled below. The 
once arrogant cultivators of varying sects became a flock of 
sheep facing a wolf pack. Though they waited in full battle array, 
their bravado was an apparent facade to hide their cowardice. 


A thunderclap split the air, and a dense black aura soared 
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through the sky like a dragon. Only then did everyone see a 
figure in a grey robe reclining atop the inky clouds, a vengeful 
ghost looking down upon the living. His eyelids drooped, and 
his face bore the haggard, ashen hue of the terminally ill. 

Cheng Qian looked over at Yan Zhengming and saw bulg- 
ing veins on the back of his hands. That was enough to tell him 
who the entity was, but a storm of doubt quickly arose. Surely, 
the eight-year-old Yan Zhengming had misheard. Had Muchun 
truly called this fiend “shixiong”? He could not fathom how this 
fiend could possibly have been a product of the barnyard chaos 
that characterised Mount Fuyao. What kind of master could 
have produced two disciples who were as different as night and 
day? 

The senior cultivators were more cowardly than Cheng Qian 
had imagined. None stepped forth to confront the domineering 
demon. After what felt like an eternity of pointing fingers and 
wrangling, they finally pushed out a representative to break 
the deadlock. An elderly white-bearded man stepped forth and 
rapped the deck lightly with his staff. He took his time before 
speaking. 

“Greetings, Jiang Peng, fellow cultivator. We're sailing for 
Azure Dragon Island for the decennial Immortal’s Market. May 
I inquire why you are barring our passage?” 

His politeness was ingratiating, but the fiend did not buy it. 

“The Immortal’s Market is a grand event in which many 
outstanding talents of the younger generation will participate. I 


wouldn't miss it for the world,’ drawled Jiang Peng. 
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He had the appearance of someone wasting away from con- 
sumption, and the soft and sticky enunciation coming from his 
mouth was laced with malice that sent chills down the spine. It 
felt like he might sprout fangs and attack at the next moment. 
He continued with a reserved smile. 

“I’ve simply come to partake in the festivities and perhaps 
unearth some promising talents to nurture, although, with your 
aptitudes, there’s certainly no need for such anxiety.” 

This was Cheng Qian’s first encounter with someone who 
walked the path of the ghost, and unlike when he glimpsed 
those brief descriptions on the Library wall, a deep sense of 
shock settled over him. Although cultivators who did not ad- 
here to orthodoxy were considered “heretical”, he thought they 
at least possessed awesome powers, and their lives were uncom- 
mon and unrestrained. But this? This grotesque figure was nei- 
ther fish nor fowl. Assuming this was what it meant to walk the 
path of the ghost, he might wield unparalleled power or enjoy 
an exponentially extended lifespan like some wrinkly tortoise, 
but how would that reflect well on him? Who would admire 
him? Who would befriend him? Who would respect him? 

Meanwhile, the white-bearded man’s face twitched after re- 
ceiving this subtle jab from Jiang Peng, yet he failed to muster 
a response. Both sides came to a deadlock on the stormy sea. 
With only one person on one side, even silence became quite 
awkward for the other side. 

Cheng Qian could not help placing a hand on the wooden 


sword at his waist. If only he possessed swords like theirs and 
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abilities like theirs, he would step forth and make the fiend bug- 
ger off. In fact, he wanted to do so now, but he was also aware 
that not only could he not go up against the great fiend, but he 
couldn’t even break free from the grip on his shoulder just be- 
cause Yan Zhengming was so much bigger. 

“Jiang Peng, you heretic, get lost!” 

Finally, someone from the side of orthodoxy broke the silence 
with an outraged yell. As everyone was distracted, Cheng Qian 
jerked himself free and brazenly leaned out the window to see 
who had spoken. 

It was a woman who appeared to be in her twenties or thir- 
ties. Nevertheless, time had less influence on cultivators. Their 
appearances depended predominantly on their cultivation level, 
not their actual age, so this woman might have been centuries 
old. She was far from striking and looked disgracefully dishev- 
elled. Narrow eyes and wide cheeks framed a face that was un- 
attractively masculine. She stood on one of the boats that cost 
five coppers a head, wearing a worn Taoist robe with patches 
on the cuffs. On her back were a tattered bundle and a sword 
in a rust-mottled scabbard, a clear sign that she was light in the 
pocket. 

Cheng Qian’s keen ears picked up the hushed gossip from the 
cultivators on a nearby boat. 

“Who's that? Has she gone mad?” 

“Hush, that’s Tang Wangiu, the zhenren from Mount Mulan.” 

“What, the Tang Wangiu? The one who practises some luna- 


tic swordplay?” 
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“What's she doing here?” 

“Good question. She’s barely a... she’s really overestimating 
herself.” 

Cheng Qian perked up at the mention of Mount Mulan and 
the surname Tang. Could she be related to the spectre Tang 
Zhen if they shared the same surname? 

But he had no time to ponder further, as the hovering swarm 
of apathetic apparitions turned towards Tang Wangiu. The 
black clouds churned with endless hostility. The terrified boat- 
man curled up into a ball, desperately wishing he could throw 
himself overboard. 

Jiang Peng spared Tang Wangiu a passing glance, evidently 
unconcerned. He pursed his lips and let out a shrill whistle that 
pierced everyone's ears like a thorn. Ears ringing, Cheng Qian 
briefly wondered if he had gone deaf. 

In a flash, the dark swarm of apparitions converged into a 
serpentine form and lunged towards the raggedly-robed woman 
on the flimsy boat. The boatman let out a pathetic screech and 
jumped overboard, but he did not even put two feet between 
him and the boat before an apparition caught his ankle and bit 
down on it. He shrieked, and just as he was about to be crippled, 
a shiny streak cleaved through the air, decapitating the appari- 
tion. 

The dishevelled woman stood alone and firm at the bow of 
the rickety boat. The sword in her hand looked drab on the out- 
side, but its blade shone with dazzling brilliance. Although sur- 


rounded by thousands of apparitions which formed a thick fog, 
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she did not retreat. Nevertheless, the sword, albeit shiny, could 
only sporadically penetrate such dense darkness. Piercing wails 
and eerie laughter mixed with the roar of the sea. Tang Wanqiu 
was quickly engulfed, her lone, struggling figure barely visible. 
It was obvious she was in dire straits, yet this made her feat even 
more impressive. She paid little mind to those watching from 
the safety of their boats. In fact, the overly prominent angle of 
her jaw gave her person an aura of determination that scorned 
the bystanders. 

Cheng Qian watched her brandishing her brilliant sword, so 
entranced he forgot to blink, but soon realised that despite her 
valiant effort, she had her back against a wall with no way out. 
In contrast, Jiang Peng sat cross-legged on the cloud, leisurely 
observing the chaos. Wave after wave of apparitions materialised 
out of thin air and then dived towards Tang Wanqiu. 

Cheng Qian frowned as a vague realisation dawned on him: 
she might fall at the hands of the heretic. There was no such 
thing as good triumphing over evil. Jiang Peng’s awesome power 
was undeniable. Regardless of how resolute Tang Wanqiu was, 
she was, after all, a mere mortal. 

Suddenly, a tremendous boom erupted from the spectral 
swarm. The boat she was on could not bear the weight and split 
in half. She barely managed to step onto her sword and take to 
the air only to be swiftly suppressed by the swarm and imper- 
illed from all directions. A few voices cried out in alarm, but 
none came to her aid. 


Just then, an arrow streaked through the air, a blur as it 
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pierced cleanly through the black fog entangling Tang Wanqiu. 
The fletching shrilled, forcing the apparitions to disperse before 
they could react. Afterwards, the arrow only picked up momen- 
tum as it flew unerringly at the cultivator lounging in the clouds 
like the first ray of dawn breaking through the darkness. 

Cheng Qian whipped his head around in shock to see Mu- 
chun. The zhenren had apparently left the ship and stood now, 
drenched, on a ramshackle boat abandoned by the original pas- 
sengers and boatman. His slightly bowed back and gaunt frame 
were on full display, making him look like an old barnyard fowl 
shivering while moulting. Compared to him, even the destitute 
Tang Wanqiu appeared more dignified. 

Without a second thought, Cheng Qian pushed Li Yun 
aside and rushed out of the cabin. He saw Muchun holding an 
ordinary bow with sawdust under his nails and guessed that the 
zhenren had only just carved a talisman on the bow. The aston- 
ishing shot must have drained all his strength and left him visi- 
bly dejected. Using the bow like a cane, he barely stayed upright 
on the rickety boat like a withered leaf trembling in the autumn 
wind. 

The arrow forced Jiang Peng to roll off the clouds and hover 
in mid-air. Under the villain’s stony stare, Muchun opened his 
mouth as if to say something but swallowed it back. After a 
while, he finally gave a light smile and a quiet greeting. 

“Jiang Peng.” 

“Han Muchun.” Jiang Peng enunciated his words. “Most 


impressive. You're a pale shadow of a person, betwixt man and 
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ghost, clinging to existence, yet you think yourself capable of 
standing up for someone else.” 

Muchun slowly straightened his eternally stooped back to 
meet Jiang Peng’s gaze straight on. Then his goatee quirked, and 
he pulled a wretched, mocking smile. “You flatter me.” 

Jiang Peng’s expression turned sour. With a wave of his 
sleeves, the apparitions vanished from view, leaving only his 
lone figure. He hissed, “A pathetic nobody biting off more than 
she can chew and an invalid who's clinging to HUMAN form: 
perfect fodder for my lamp before I challenge the supremacy of 
Lord Beiming!” 

Enormous waves surged, and the lightless depths of the sea 
roiled. A monstrous column of seawater burst into the air in the 
shape of a dragon and capsized many unfortunate vessels with a 
tyrannical sweep of its tail. 

Feeling an intense gaze on himself, Muchun turned and saw 
Cheng Qian. He smiled at the boy and then drew the wooden 
sword at his side, which was looking all the more laughable, but 
an unseen force suddenly ensnared his arm. 

“Stay put. I'll deal with him,’ a voice whispered in his ear. 

He did a double take, but before he could react, an old cop- 
per coin tumbled out his sleeves. As it hit the deck, it emitted 
white smoke then dissipated into the briny mist. Faced with 
chaos, Muchun dropped the teasing act and stared dumbly at 
the gigantic column of water. He went through a range of emo- 
tions before settling into tense and solemn. 


The dragon opened its giant maw, poised to chomp down 
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on a ship and wreak havoc, but it froze in mid-air and silently 
reverted to plain water which splashed back into the sea and 
kicked up waves. No one had expected this twist. Even Jiang 
Peng reeled backwards. 

“Who goes there?!” he barked. 

As the swirling mists dissipated, fleeting shadows from all 
directions slowly coalesced into a dark figure of a man where the 
dragon had once been. He let out a lazy chuckle, face shrouded 
as always. 

“Who dares to challenge my supremacy as Lord Beiming?” 

With that, silence fell upon the surface of the sea. 

The four boys of the Fuyao Sect knew the entity well because 
he had guided them through the Valley of the Yao. Though he 
tried to trick them and then had his trickery exposed, he did not 
become cross, which was proof of his amiable nature. However, 
this time, surrounded by a dark, bone-chilling aura of malice, he 
seemed jarringly foreign. 

Jiang Peng snapped to attention and swooped down to land 
firmly on a ship hired by a group of sword-wielding cultivators 
who had put on quite a spectacle when sparring. Now they all 
jumped overboard, splashing into the water one by one, which 
perfectly embodied the old saying that a wise man adapts him- 
self to circumstances. 

Winds raged, and waves churned as if a devastating storm 
would strike. Yan Zhengming nearly fell as the ship lurched. 
Fortunately, the vessel lived up to its exorbitant price, as the ex- 


pertly crafted talismans on its hull were effectively withstanding 


252 


the waves. But as he struggled to steady himself, his heart sank. 
Most of the smaller vessels had capsized, and if he wasn’t mistak- 
en, Muchun was on one! 

Yan Zhengming turned towards the attendant. “Bring me the 
far-seeing glass in my luggage—Cheng Qian, what the fuck are 
you doing?! Get down now!” 

While the scion was distracted, the fearless boy had climbed 
up the mast to get a better view from up high. Yan Zhengming 
was caught off guard by the sight and lost balance. Rolling up 
his sleeves, he leveraged his long legs and took a huge stride up 
to hook onto the boy’s waist and haul him down. 

Cheng Qian only had one objective in mind—to locate Mu- 
chun—but before getting a clear view, he was yanked down. He 
struggled against the constraints. “What are you doing?!” 

Yan Zhengming held him down with one arm and howled 
into his ear, “I should be asking you that!” 

Cheng Qian roared back, “I’m looking for Shifu!” 

“More like looking for trouble!” Yan Zhengming effortlessly 
bundled Cheng Qian up. Then he saw Xueqing, who had come 
up to the deck in search of his charge. 

“You there...” the scion immediately caught his attention, 
“um... whatsyourname, help keep an eye on this kid, don’t let 
him—” 

Before he could finish, the ship rocked violently as Jiang Peng 
and the mysterious Lord Beiming started fighting without any 
warning! One was a Great Power of unorthodoxy, capable of 


absorbing nascent souls like Tang Zhen’s into his soul-eating 
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lamp, and the other was the legendary Lord Beiming, the Patri- 
arch of the Demon Pantheon. Their battle created a catastrophe 
of overwhelming proportions, churning the seas and reducing 
people to insignificant playthings drifting along the waves. 

Another column of seawater emerged from the depths of the 
sea with a long draconic roar. Even with its incredibly large size, 
the ship that Yan Zhengming hired struggled against the turbu- 
lence and began to list. The scion had no time to entrust Cheng 
Qian to Xueqing. He gathered the boy close in a firm embrace 
before they fell. His back slammed against the cabin while the 
ship’s many talismans thrummed and buzzed like crazy. 

Distressed, Yan Zhengming snapped, “I knew we shouldn't 
have left Mount Fuyao!” 

Cheng Qian squirmed. “You're crushing my ribs.” 

Yan Zhengming scrambled to his feet and stuffed the boy 
back into the cabin, all the while griping, “If you were a little 
shorter, I'd have wrung your neck! You stubby little troublemak- 
er! Get inside, now!” 

Wicth all its protective talismans activated, the ship became a 
lonesome yet tenacious lantern amidst the raging tempest. After 
this ordeal, Muchun might never be able to change the scion’s 
belief that “you get what you pay for”. 

Finally able to catch his breath, Yan Zhengming surveyed the 
battle. With his ability, he could not discern much, but recalling 
what he had overheard from Innkeeper Wen, he speculated that 
this Lord Beiming had once been a disciple of the Fuyao Sect 


and at one point decided to take the heretical path. He evident- 
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ly found great success too, but his loyalty to the sect persisted, 
to the point that he left a fragment of his nascent soul to guard 
the Valley of the YAO in order to preserve the peace on Mount 
Fuyao. 

With this in mind, Yan Zhengming felt a twinge of concern 
that the present spectre was an incomplete nascent soul. If the 
path of the ghost was the nemesis of stray souls, both regular 
and nascent, could Lord Beiming be at a disadvantage? But a 
wave of indifference soon washed away his worries. When two 
fiends fought, who cared which one had a disadvantage? 

Composing his expression, he prepared to turn back and 
reprimand Cheng Qian only to find that, in his moment of in- 
attention, the boy had disappeared—and so had Shuikeng! He 
almost forgot to breathe, his guts filling with apprehension. He 
frantically searched all around, fearing that the two little brats 
had been snatched by apparitions or had fallen overboard in the 
chaos. 

“Master, I see them!” 

Yan Zhengming stumbled over and followed the attendant’s 
finger. To his disbelief, the two had somehow made their way 
onto Muchun’s rickety boat. The wings had not fully disap- 
peared from the toddler’s back, which told the scion how they 
had managed to get there, although he could not fathom how 
they had coordinated the effort. 

As the epic aerial battle between two heretical cultivators 
raged on, Yan Zhengming could not risk leaning over the gun- 


wale to yell at Cheng Qian. He could only glower at the reckless 
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brat who nonchalantly waved back from the leaky boat. Seeing 
red, he had to accept that this quiet shidi of his had a foolhardy 
disregard for his own safety. No matter the danger, be it the sky 
falling or the earth imploding, the boy only cared about the few 
matters and people that he held dear in his heart. Even if the 
two fiends had ripped the fabric of the sky, he would ignore it 
and keep looking for his shifu. 

Muchun was startled to his core when his two disciples 
dropped out of the sky. Before he could explode with fury, 
Cheng Qian grabbed his sleeve. 

“Shifu, are you all right?!” 

“Wahh!” Shuikeng echoed his concern. 

Muchun’s eyelids twitched in a silent struggle. He was torn 
between the urge to spank the little brats and the tender affec- 
tion sparked by Cheng Qians concern. Ultimately, he could not 
bring himself to discipline them. 

A shrill screech tore through the air. Jiang Peng had become 
translucent while an inky fog undulated around him. From afar, 
it looked as though he were the wick feeding a mass of black 
flames. 

“Using himself as the lamp... Has he lost his mind?” Muchun 
muttered to himself. 

The next moment, he stabbed his wooden sword into the 
deck. Immediately, the seawater on both sides rose to form a 
protective sphere enclosing the three of them. As soon as the 
barrier was complete, a blood-curdling chorus fuelled by griev- 


ances and grudges erupted and pierced the air. Storm clouds 
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gathered, and sparks of electricity flickered within the dark, op- 
pressive canopy that blotted out the sun. 

Lord Beiming was a lone bird soaring through an expanse so 
large that neither his presence nor absence was remarkable. As 
the air seethed with ever more apparitions, he appeared all the 
more vulnerable. While the sea roiled violently underfoot, he 
towered above, an unyielding symbol of defiance. 

Watching this scene, Cheng Qian was reminded of a quote 
from the Mencius. 

Though millions bar my path, I shall forge ahead. 

A whirlwind of images flashed before his eyes: the powerful 
fiend capable of refining nascent souls and the ugly, impover- 
ished cultivator wielding a gleaming sword; the colossal column 
of water in the shape of a dragon and the three-foot wooden 
sword; the booming thunderclaps and the spectre that was Lord 
Beiming; the glimmer of Tang Wanqius sword, the sawdust 
stuck under Muchun’s fingertips, and the lonesome figure of 
Lord Beiming, whom he had met once. These images surged 
through his mind as energy coursed through his developing me- 
ridians, sending a wave of intense pain through his body. 

Muchun caught the boy as he collapsed. He had not expected 
Cheng Qian to enter his first meditative trance under such cir- 
cumstances. Muchun could not tell whether this young disciple 
had guts of steel or was destined to walk a perilous, unconven- 
tional path, but entering a meditative trance then and there 
was extremely unsuitable. This region of the sea was an innately 


problematic place surrounded by islands abundant with spiritu- 
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al energy that would be blindly absorbed by Cheng Qian. The 
boy’s underdeveloped meridians were bound to burst if they 
tried to accommodate a sea in a stream. 

Meanwhile, Shuikeng went mute with terror watching Cheng 
Qian curl up in pain. 

Pandemonium continued in the air. Jiang Peng had trans- 
formed into an enormous lamp relentlessly sucking apparitions 
into its ominous flames like the wind whisking furry catkin off 
the willow. Most of the black fog surrounding Lord Beiming had 
dissipated, but before his true appearance could be glimpsed, 
he charged directly at the lamp, defying all expectations, like a 
moth to a flame. 

At the same time, Shuikeng was swept up and started drifting 
away like a chubby, round kite, but Muchun grabbed her at the 
last minute. With a disciple in each arm, Muchun scrambled 
to keep them close amidst the chaos. Only then did he notice a 
curious belt on the chubby toddler. But what need did she have 
for a belt when she didn’t even have a waist? He snatched the 
gaudy thing off her, and a piece of wood fell out with a shake of 
his wrist. This was the very “tracker” that Yan Zhengming had 
carved under Cheng Qian’s guidance. 

Cheng Qian was a babe in the woods, a novice who thought 
he knew a whole lot about talismans, and his mate, Yan Zheng- 
ming, was no better, being a greenhorn through and through. 
Their combined efforts resulted in a nonsensical product that 
baffled the seasoned Muchun at first glance, but some wasted 


wood was the least of his concerns when the talisman suddenly 
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became activated against all odds. 

Just as Lord Beiming ran headlong into the lamp, an intense 
glow suddenly burst from the crude “tracker”. The initial flash 
spread like wildfire, shooting straight up to collide with the 
first bolt of lightning to strike down. For an instant, the world 
turned blindingly white. 

When the dazzling light faded, the two fiends had vanished 
without a trace, and so had Muchun and his two disciples. All 
that remained on the open sea were the remains of ships, flot- 


sam, and shreds of silk. 


Cheng Qian did not know how long he endured the agony 
akin to being cut to pieces, but on the brink of death, it all died 
down. Then he faintly made out the sound of a child crying, fol- 
lowed by a man coaxing in a low voice. 

“Shh, quiet now.” 

Gradually, the crying subsided, and everything around him 
faded away. He first lost sensation of his limbs, then of his en- 
tire being. He felt himself sinking into some unknown place 
and floating about until he finally came to. Immediately, he 
experienced mental and physical ease he had never felt, and the 
accumulated fatigue and injuries from the past days were gone. 
Breathing out slowly, he opened his eyes to find himself in an 
unfamiliar place. 

He was in a valley with a colossal tree whose gnarly roots 
stood a few feet tall. Beneath its shade sat the skeleton of some- 


one long gone, beside which stood Shuikeng and a man he did 
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not recognise. A skinny weasel lay at the man’s feet, motionless. 

Cheng Qian did not dwell on whether the animal was dead 
or alive, because the sight of the man’s face forced a gasp out 
of him. He recalled the curious portrait on the eighth level of 
the Library, on which a few strokes captured an unparalleled 
elegance that had left a deep impression on him. Yet the paint- 
ed figure in formal garb now stood before his eyes. Confused, 
Cheng Qian propped himself up to a sitting position. 

“Excuse me, sir, who are you?” 

Shuikeng also peered curiously at the stranger. Despite her 
HuMAN side not recognising him, the YAO part of her found 
him strangely familiar, so she tiptoed to tug at his robe. Cheng 
Qian tensed up with alarm and was about to tell her to come to 
him when the stranger turned to him with a gentle smile. 

“Can't even recognise your shifu after a nap? You ungrateful 
little rascal.” 

Cheng Qian had been feeling weak in his legs, but now 
they gave out after he heard the familiar voice. How had the 
long-waisted, stubby-legged Muchun transformed into such a 
presentable-looking man?! 

Shuikeng at least recognised the word “shifu” that had been 
taught countless times. She let out a yelp of surprise and tilted 
her head in a silly attempt to mimic a contemplative look while 
a shiny string of spittle dribbled out of her mouth. 

The man sighed and wiped her mouth like a meticulous nan- 
ny, all the while grumbling, “Little grubby bird, you're lucky to 


have me. If it were Zhengming, he'd rather toss you into a pot 
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than deal with you.” 

The familiar cadence immediately sparked recognition in the 
toddler. Having forgotten Muchun’s past appearance, she bab- 
bled in joy and rubbed her tear-streaked face all over the man’s 
pristine robe. 

Cheng Qian felt utterly disoriented as if caught in a dream. 
He could only start with the most pressing question he had. 
“Shifu, where are we? And... how did you end up like this?” 

Annoyed, Muchun fished out two fragments of wood and 
tossed them at the boy. “You're asking me? What's this mess that 
you carved?” 

Recognising the handiwork that had taken them hours to 
create, Cheng Qian mumbled, “[-it’s a tracking talisman.” 

Muchun sighed. “Only brave dunces like you would engrave 
a talisman you've never seen. This ‘tracking’ talisman is riddled 
with mistakes. It’s a half-baked soul tracker. It shouldn’t have 
worked at all, but the lamp and Lord Beiming’s nascent soul 
forcibly activated it. Then it followed the soul to his remains.” 

Cheng Qian’s gaze flew to the bones lying beside them, and 
his mind raced. Did they belong to Lord Beiming, who had 
been dead this whole time? 

“Did you know him, Shifu2” he probed. 

“Yes, Muchun said, smiling wryly, “but I’ve only recognised 
him thanks to your mischief.” Meanwhile, he fumbled out an- 
other copper coin from his sleeve. “Wen Ya gave me three of 
these. This is the only one left.” 


Muchun’s fingers looked dazzlingly pale against the mottled 
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coin. Cheng Qian found that he was still more accustomed to 
Muchun’s former wretched appearance with the two-tailed goa- 
tee. The strikingly handsome figure before him felt distant and 
unapproachable as if it might revert to the painting at any time. 

Muchun gave the coin a light flick—ping—and a fog materi- 
alised and promptly coalesced into a figure identical to the Lord 
Beiming that had appeared at sea. Arms folded in front of him- 
self, the spectre stood in silence, as did Muchun. The two stud- 
ied one another until Muchun picked up Shuikeng and slowly 
got down on his knees. 

“Shifu.” 

Cheng Qian was first stunned by the form of address, then he 
wondered if he should greet his shifu’s shifu as “shizu’. 

Just over a year ago, when he first arrived at Mount Fuyao, he 
had foolishly dismissed the sect as a “poultry sect” living off of 
a rich backer in the middle of nowhere. At least in the folktales 
about immortal cultivation, leaving aside those about wandering 
heroes and rogue cultivators, any sect worth its salt had a gaggle 
of scheming elders constantly engaged in power struggles. A sect 
composed of a leader and a handful of snotty children? Even 
the gangs of children who picked fights and stole bird eggs in a 
village were larger organisations. 

Barely a month after leaving Mount Fuyao, Cheng Qian dis- 
covered he had not only a shibo but also a shizu, both of whom 
were terrifying fiends who had just fought a fierce battle at sea, 
scaring the shit out of the cultivators who were powerful enough 


to swagger about in the air. Now he could compare Shibo who 
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created tidal waves with a mere whistle, Shizu who was the most 
evil of evil beings, and his silly shifu who waved a wooden stick 
around shouting “live as long as an immortal”. He recalled the 
saying “for every step that the righteous take, the demonic ad- 
vance tenfold” and realised... it might have been describing the 
Fuyao Sect. 

A faint sigh escaped Lord Beiming as his identity was re- 
vealed. The dark fog that enveloped his form receded, gradually 
exposing his long-obscured visage. He had neither the unfet- 
tered poise typical of a cultivator of immortality nor the gnarly 
fangs of a demonic being. He looked like an ordinary man, 
although his eyes were more deep-set than usual and lent him 
a touch of handsomeness. Otherwise, the so-called Patriarch of 
the Demon Pantheon was a modestly dressed middle-aged man 
with hints of grey at his temples which framed an extraordinari- 
ly pale face. A drawn and haggard face if there ever was one. 

Standing next to his own abandoned remains, Lord Beiming 
motioned for them to get up with a wave. “Rise, Xiao-Chun. 
You never knelt before me in life, so why the charade now 2” 

Muchun stood as demanded, set Shuikeng down, and ush- 
ered her towards Cheng Qian while remarking rather casually, “It 
isn’t every day that we visit our ancestors’ graves. Showing due 
respect is only proper.” 

Still in a daze, Cheng Qian caught the toddler as she 
launched herself into his arms. It became apparent to him that 
impudence and disrespect towards elders might very well be a 


tradition of the Fuyao Sect. 
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“This whole time I thought you had left to be reincarnated af- 
ter your body and soul had been destroyed. I even mistook Xiao- 
Qian for your reincarnation, since his time of birth—down 
to the hour—matched yours, and even his wretched temper’s 
just like yours. I didn’t expect you had actually... not left this 
world and instead attached yourself to the three copper coins.” 
Muchun paused before lamenting, “Shifu, if you were going to 
attach your soul to something, why did you have to be such a 
miser? Gold might've been out of the question, but couldn’t you 
have at least found some silver ingots?” 

When shrouded in mystery, Lord Beiming had perfectly 
embodied the awe-inspiring aura of someone worthy of the 
title “Patriarch of the Demon Pantheon’, a terrifying presence 
capable of bringing any man to his knees. Yet, now revealed in 
full candour, he lacked any imposing dignity. He looked at his 
disciple with a pained expression, one that mirrored the concern 
that Muchun often directed at Yan Zhengming. 

“If 'd attached myself to gold or silver, would I be looking at 
you now? Youd have long used it to put food on the table.” 

Muchun chuckled in response. “You know, our sect isn’t as 
poor as it used to be. At least, we re not scraping the bottom of 
the barrel.” 

Lord Beiming replied with dry sarcasm, “Indeed, you've been 
doing splendidly ever since you found yourself a wealthy pa- 
tron.” 

Despite years of separation, the two exchanged not a sin- 


gle kind word. The silent staring contest continued until they 
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simultaneously burst into laughter, much to Cheng Qian’s be- 
wilderment. With Shuikeng in his arms, the boy stared into the 
skeleton’s hollow sockets, neither comprehending the cryptic 
conversation nor the sudden laughter. 

Muchun continued. “You've used up one fragment of your 
nascent soul in the Valley of the YAo and another in the lamp, 
so this is the last one. You may be the formidable Lord Beiming, 
but even you face complete annihilation if you linger too long 
in the mortal realm without a physical host.” 

Lord Beiming smiled. “It matters not.” 

“What about Jiang-shixiong?” 

In front of dozens of ships and countless gazes, Muchun had 
addressed Jiang Peng directly by full name, but in private he 
used shixiong. There was evidently no need for pretence before 
Lord Beiming. 

Gaze downcast, the spectre explained, “He wasn’t annihilat- 
ed. I extinguished the lamp’s spectral flames with a fragment of 
my nascent soul, which dealt a great injury to him. Hes refined 
himself to become one with the lamp and is fuelling it with his 
own nascent soul. Thus, he will never be reincarnated and can’t 
be considered HUMAN, so you can consider him dead.” 

After a long silence, Muchun asked, “Did he recognise you?” 

This time, Lord Beiming smiled without answering, but Mu- 
chun understood: whether he had been recognised made little 
difference if it had already come to this. 

Lord Beiming turned towards Cheng Qian and spoke kindly, 


“Child, this is the third time we’ve met. Come here.” 
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The boy moved a few steps closer but did not approach him 
as requested. Instead, he stopped quietly beside Muchun and 
performed a lukewarm junior’s salute to Lord Beiming. He 
chose not to risk speaking out of turn, since he was uncertain 
about how to address him. Although Muchun and Lord Beim- 
ing seemed close during their brief exchange, his keen intuition 
told him otherwise. If Muchun and his own shifw’s relationship 
had been as harmonious as it appeared, why had Muchun never 
collected the remains or mentioned this figure to his disciples 
all these years? 

Lord Beiming looked patiently down at him. “Quite the 
audacious one you are, entering a meditative trance amidst the 
fierce storm and battle. What have you learnt from the experi- 
ence?” 

Though hesitant, Cheng Qian politely replied, “Thanks to 
you and Tang-zhenren, I have glimpsed of the fearless spirit that 
allows one to be unyielding before the Heavens, unshaken by 
the Earth, and undaunted by Man” 

Emotions swimming in his eyes, Lord Beiming studied the 
boy for quite a while. “Good child, the severed bloodline of our 
sect flows anew.” 

Cheng Qian did a double take. In an instant, the clues fell 
into place—Muchun’s contradicting appearances, the seemingly 
dead weasel, and the description “betwixt man and ghost” given 
by the fiend Jiang Peng... Cheng Qian grasped the deeper signif- 
icance of Lord Beiming’s words. The boy whipped around and 
stared in disbelief at his transfigured shifu. | 
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The elegant, handsome man gently rested a hand on his head, 
sighing. “If only you could share some of that intelligence with 
Han Yuan. You're right, Xiao-Qian. The sect’s bloodline was sev- 
ered long ago. I, too, am a dead man.” 

Cheng Qian clenched his jaw so tightly that his teeth made 
an audible noise. He could not speak. 

Muchun paid him no mind and continued. “At the critical 
juncture when my shifu, the sect leader then, was in secluded 
meditation and unavailable to handle matters, the head disci- 
ple Jiang Peng succumbed to an energy deviation and plunged 
into the path of the ghost. I overestimated myself and pursued 
him only to become the first victim of his soul-eating lamp. But 
thanks to his incomplete mastery, | managed to escape as a na- 
scent soul and possess the dying body of a lesser Yao that had 
suffered a tribulation by lightning. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have 
been able to inherit the sect seal.” 

Lord Beiming’s face became tinged with sadness. “You...” 

Muchun chuckled. “It made a decent shell. Just a little glut- 
tonous. It wouldn’t move when it saw a chicken, for example.” 

Lord Beiming whispered, “Weren't you concerned that pos- 
sessing a corpse would exhaust your nascent soul, leading to you 
dissipating and thus excluding you from the cycle of reincarna- 
tion?” 

Muchun brought his hands together and glanced down at his 
toes. He echoed Lord Beiming’s nonchalant tone with a smile. 


“It matters not.’ 


“Shifu, Cheng Qian blurted out in a hushed tone, “who tore 
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that portrait in the Library?” 

Muchun was taken aback. “What, had it not been dealt with? 
It might’ve been me. My nascent soul endured being mauled 
by ghosts in the lamp, so I was inevitably tainted by resentment 
when I escaped. It was also difficult learning to live in that little 
weasel, and my thoughts were clouded for a time. Xiao-Qian, 
aren’t you afraid now that you know I’m dead?” 

The question sounded casual, yet Cheng Qian felt a lump 
lodged in his chest. He did not answer and instead wrapped 
his arms around Muchun, burying his face into the warm man. 
How could he be a soul when he was so warm? 

Muchun’s gaze flickered as he gently stroked the boy on the 
head and patted him on the back as though soothing a child. 
“When I first possessed the weasel’s body, I could barely walk on 
all fours. I tumbled and crawled, trying to find my shifx to tell 
him Jiang-shixiong was in trouble, that hed succumbed to an 
energy deviation and gone astray, but alas...” 

Lord Beiming remained unmoving, the picture of a lonesome 
spectre. 

“I saw the Four Luminaries lay siege to Mount Fuyao,’ Mu- 
chun continued quietly. “That’s when I learnt the truth—my 
shifu was an exceptionally powerful cultivator who walked the 
path of unorthodoxy. The Luminaries, all Great Powers of their 
time, descended upon Mount Fuyao and ignited a battle that 
ended here in the Valley of Forgotten Sorrows. The battle was 
so intense that it triggered heavenly tribulations that turned this 


valley into a sea of flames and left a charred wasteland where 
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nothing would grow for the next three years. One luminary 
fell, and the rest were gravely wounded. If they hadn’t chosen to 
attack during the most critical period of your seclusion, things 
could’ve gone very differently—the skeleton here might belong 
to another person. Oh, I must admit, I knew you'd chosen here- 
sy, but I had no idea youd been canonised as Lord Beiming. Do 
forgive me.” 

Muchun spoke in vague terms, skimming over all the key 
information. What had caused Jiang Peng’s energy deviation? 
Why had he turned on Muchun? What had driven his shifu to 
walk the heretical path? Who were the Four Luminaries, and 
why had they attacked? 

Cheng Qian would have relentlessly pursued every detail 
until he had unearthed the truth, but now he no longer cared. A 
suffocating weight lodged in his chest, stealing his breath. His 
only thought now was to weep to his heart’s content. 

Yet Muchun gently but firmly nudged him aside. He picked 
up a branch from the ground, which gradually transformed into 
a wooden sword in his grip. He moved to a clearing nearby and 
addressed Cheng Qian. 

“You've learnt the first two forms of the Fuyao Wooden 
Swordplay. Today, I’ll demonstrate the remaining three for you. 
Watch closely.” 

Whenever he was free, Cheng Qian would pester Muchun 
for sword lessons only to be expertly deflected with a bag of 
sweets. Now that the zhenren was finally going to instruct him, 


Cheng Qian felt no joy because he knew what it meant. 
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Muchun was going to leave them. 

Cheng Qian stood, dazed, until his tears finally poured forth, 
an unstoppable torrent that he could not stem despite holding 
his breath and biting his lips until they bled. He had never cried 
like this. He had not shed a single tear when his parents sold 
him for a few silver pieces. For the first time, he felt a profound, 
incurable agony. Overwhelmed and unable to vent it, he had no 
choice but to abandon his dear self-esteem. 

Shuikeng gingerly pulled on his clothes. When no response 
came, she burst into tears too. 

Lord Beiming was caught between amusement and puzzle- 
ment. “You were just talking about being fearless of Heaven, 
Earth, and Man. What are you crying about now?” 

Cheng Qian struggled to hold back his sobs but soon realised 
he could not, even though he was capable of hiding his emo- 
tions. His vision blurred and cleared again and again. 

“Shifu, 1 don’t wanna learn it,’ he said, choking on his tears. 
“Can you not teach it, please? Are you... are you abandoning 
us?” 

Muchun lowered his makeshift sword, about to console him, 
but then remembered the boy would not be easily placated like 
Han Yuan. 

“Such is our fate, Xiao-Qian. Even without this whole inci- 
dent, I wouldn’t have many years left. I can’t stay with you forev- 
er. 


Muchun then realised that the stubborn child would dwell 


on the matter regardless of what he said, so he stopped talking. 
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He levelled the sword in front of himself and assumed the start- 
ing position. This time, he neither chanted that laughable man- 
tra nor deliberately slowed his movements. 

The First Form: A Brilliant Future. Spirits high, the youth 
embrace their lofty ambition to soar into the blue skies and em- 
brace the bright moon. 

The Second Form: Unwavering Inquiry. Each person's quest 
will be long and painful, and this is encompassed by the un- 
swerving nature of these moves. One must possess an unwaver- 
ing heart and an indomitable spirit. 

The Third Form: A Contrary Outcome. When you have 
obtained incredible power, you will realise that you are still but 
an ant in the great wilderness, a tiny house of sand suspended 
above the waves of destiny. 

The Fourth Form: The Waning of Prosperity. You experience 
your fill of ups and downs until you finally reach the pinnacle. 
However, flowers do not bloom for a hundred days, and people 
do not live for a hundred years. In the end, you cannot escape 
the long-established end. 

The Fifth Form: Reclaiming Authenticity... 

Cheeks still wet with tears, Cheng Qian witnessed the sword- 
play in its entirety for the first time. He found himself recalling 
a question Muchun had asked, Is there a distinction between 
“death” and “ascension”? Indeed, neither was a tangible, visible 
state of being. In the end, one came whence he had come and 
went where he would go. 


“Have you seen everything clearly?” Muchun asked softly. 
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Cheng Qian pouted and shouted out of stubbornness, “No, I 
haven't!” 

“Nonsense. You couldn’t have seen it any more clearly.” Mu- 
chun gently flicked Cheng Qian on the forehead before swiftly 
hiding his smile. He kept his eyes on the boy. 

“Xiao-Qian, do you remember the sect’s regulations?” 

Cheng Qian’s eyes were red. Words failed him. 

Muchun continued quietly. “For those guilty of unforgivable 
crimes, their fellows must personally end them. This is why, 
despite having many rebellious disciples, our sect maintains its 
standing amongst the immortality sects.” 

Cheng Qian rubbed roughly at his tears. 

Muchun’s sleeves suddenly fluttered, although the air was 
still. His complexion became ashen, and a flicker of flames 
played between his brows. “The Great Laws of the Tao are clear; 
a cultivator must uphold the tenets of inaction. But should one 
stray from the Tao, a disaster is sure to ensue. Then, as the Heav- 
ens will it, he must face consequences.” 

Lord Beiming looked unperturbed. “Having helmed the sect 
for eighty years, I bear the shame of failing our ancestors and 
my two disciples. Hence, I vowed to safeguard the sect from 
three major calamities at the cost of the three fragments of my 
nascent soul. Xiao-Chun, you need not do anything to end my 
existence. 

Showing neither gratitude nor profound sentiment, Muchun 
replied quietly, “If you get to rest in peace, what of the wronged 


souls of those who perished by your hand?” 
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The voice was gentle and polite as always. Yet this was the 
most chilling utterance Cheng Qian had ever heard. Muchun 
had submerged all his emotions into icy water. Nothing re- 
mained beneath the surface, no joy, no suffering. 

A row of intricate talismans flashed in the air and burst into 
dazzling light before Cheng Qian could decipher the symbols. It 
must have been a latent talisman, which Li Yun had described as 
a thing of fantasies. Lord Beiming stayed in one spot, squinting 
at the fleeting talismans that vanished into the surroundings. 

“Binding a soul with a soul,” he breathed. 

Muchun pointed at him. “My life won't have been in vain if I 
manage to seal part of Lord Beiming’s soul with my own.” 

Cheng Qian’s eyes widened, then a mighty force sent him 
sprawling. He saw black and nearly lost consciousness. When he 
opened his eyes again, Lord Beiming was gone. 

A golden radiance enveloped a wisp of black fog around the 
copper coin, now in Muchun’s hand. The zhenren had turned 
translucent except for the hand, a clear sign of his nascent soul 
dissipating. He knelt and buried the coin beside the skeleton 
under the tree. With a smile, he beckoned to Cheng Qian. 
“There's a token on the weasel that you'll take.” 

Determined to defy him, the boy did not move. 

The smile on Muchun’s face faltered. He reached out to 
stroke the boy on the head, but his hand passed right through, 
so he had to gently coax, “That is the sect token. You'll take it 
and give it to Zhengming, and have him look after all of you. As 


for your swordsmanship... Xiao-Qian, it’s time for you to prac- 
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tise the second form diligently.” 

Finally, he gazed at the boy, his lips barely moving as he whis- 
pered, “Farewell.” 

Then his form scattered into flecks of light, surging into the 
earth and vanishing. 

An ancient legend spoke of a great tree, known as chun, that 
counts eight millennia as its spring and another eight as its au- 
tumn. This inspired the blessing “may you live as long as a chun’, 
a wish of longevity for elders. 

Alas, man was not a plant. As Muchun buried the copper 
coin into the soil, he personally sent Cheng Qian onto the next 
chapter of his life—for the quest of unwavering inquiry began 


when one generation laid their predecessors to rest. 
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he light of day seeped through the cloud cover, and the 
Ts: in the valley evaporated. 

Cheng Qian did not know how long he had been on his 
knees. He did not know how to get up or where to go if he did. 
His mind was flooded with memories: Muchun sheltering him 
from the sudden rain shower at night, Muchun wagging his 
head while chanting scriptures on Mount Fuyao, and the moves 
of the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay linking together of their own 
accord and replaying whether he wanted to watch or not. In the 
end, it all faded into the desolate circumstances in which he was 
in. 

The devastating loss of his shifu had caught him by surprise. 
Cheng Qian was like a fledgling that had just nervously taken 
its maiden flight, eagerly circling back in search of praise for its 
achievements only to find its nest gone. Henceforth, he could 
achieve incredible feats or be so powerful that he could bend 
the forces of nature to his will, but the comfort and praise he 


desired would forever be beyond his reach. 
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Cheng Qian did not want to acknowledge his fear and dis- 
missed it as loneliness. It was then that he realised he desperate- 
ly needed an enemy. With an enemy, he would be able to draft 
a clear purpose to work towards for the next decade or two, or 
even his entire life. He could draw boundless strength from ha- 
tred and use it to forge forward. 

But there was none. 

Muchun had seen right through him; he knew what Cheng 
Qian’s choice would be at his most vulnerable and made water- 
tight preparations. He intentionally omitted details of the histo- 
ry concerning himself, Jiang Peng, the nameless Lord Beiming, 
and the four—or was it five?—luminous people and sealed 
everything into a copper coin and buried it, leaving nothing for 
Cheng Qian to kindle his hatred with, all so that Cheng Qian 
would have no choice but to discard all crutches and climb up 
on his own after the tears had run dry. 

Muchun had also left him a tricky burden, Shuikeng, who 
was out of breath from crying. The toddler was too young to 
grasp what had happened. She was famished, clueless as to her 
caretaker’s whereabouts, and unable to find him anywhere. 
There was only this lousy shixiong left who refused to pay any 
attention to her. She was naturally resilient and hardly threw 
temper tantrums, but this was all too much to bear. After crying 
for so long, she noticed no one bothered to check on her and 
that she would have to fend for herself. Tears still streaming 
down her face, she picked up the branch-turned-sword and be- 


gan gnawing at it. 
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By the time Cheng Qian thought of her, she had made sev- 
eral dents into the wood using her five milk teeth. She was the 
prophesied YAo after all. It was not surprising that her milk 
teeth were so mighty. Pushing on his sore knees, Cheng Qian 
scrambled to his feet. He pried open her mouth and command- 
ed, “Spit it out!” 

Shuikeng spat out two wood chips at him. “Wahh!” 

He then carried her to a river and forced her head down to 
make her rinse her mouth. This was the first time she had ever 
encountered Cheng Qian’s unreasonable side, and the toddler 
was not about to take it lying down. 

He scowled at her. “No crying.” 

“Wahhh!” 

The coldhearted boy ignored her cries, not even blinking. 
Wiping her own tears, Shuikeng realised it was futile. Muchun 
was nowhere to be found. There was no one else here, and she 
could not count on this shixiong to listen to her complaint. 
Coming to her senses, she quieted down with the hope Cheng 
Qian might have a change of heart and find her something to 
eat. Even a fleshy worm would be nice. 

Cheng Qian rescued the sword, mutilated by the toddler’s 
teeth, and cleaned it in the river. He was not in any mood to en- 
tertain Shuikeng, so he simply set her on the riverbank and told 
her sternly, “Sit here and don’t move.” 

With that, he rolled up his bottoms, waded in, and began a 
clumsy attempt at fishing. 


Shuikeng might not have had many merits, but her situa- 
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tional awareness was commendable. Immediately judging from 
Cheng Qian’s actions that she would get a meal, she sat on the 
bank without a peep like a well-trained puppy. 

But fish were not so easily caught. Cheng Qian had never 
engaged in playful mischief, such as climbing on the roof or 
catching fish. After joining the sect, it was even more out of the 
question. He was clueless. The slippery, scaly creatures kept wig- 
gling out of his grasp or even intentionally whipped their tails, 
scraping his hands with their tough scales. 

As the sky darkened, Shuikeng gave in to hunger and thirst. 
She curled up on the bank and fell asleep, a finger stuck in her 
mouth. 

Standing barefoot in the icy river, Cheng Qian glanced back 
at her. With nothing to show for his efforts, he straightened his 
aching back and licked the wounds on his palms. Muchun said 
that he would be capable of soaring into the azure and diving 
deep into the abyss, but here he stood, unable to catch a single 
fish. 

He did not wish to risk picking wild berries and leaves, not 
knowing which plants in this valley were poisonous. Nor did he 
wish to provoke the animals, since he was unarmed. There was 
no telling who would end up as the meal after a real fight. He 
had spent his days looking down on others, confident that he 
would one day become a Great Power unmatched in his genera- 
tion, yet he could not even scrounge up some food. 

By now, night had fallen, the surroundings so silent that his 


heart raced. The howls of wildlife sounded from the forest afar. 
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He listened for a moment then, with a frown, quickly made his 
way back to land. He scooped up the sleeping toddler and con- 
templated, wooden sword in grip, where would be a safe place 
to spend the night. But before he could figure it out, the howls 
that had felt distant seemed to be closing in from all directions. 
Cheng Qian tensed up at the thought of being trapped. 

Without any hesitation, he sprinted upstream with Shuikeng 
in his arms. Out of nowhere, a dark figure shot out from the 
dense greenery, blocking their path. Its heavy breathing sounded 
more distinct in the pitch darkness, and its menacing green eyes 
fixated on the two succulent children. Cheng Qian came to a 
halt and took a step back while raising the sword defensively 
across his chest. Rustling sounds came from all around as several 
wolves, each one the size of a foal, suddenly emerged and encir- 
cled Cheng Qian and Shuikeng, eyes glaring dangerously and 
fangs bared. 

Shuikeng had woken up from the commotion and curled up 
in Cheng Qian’s arms, too afraid to make a sound. The boy sus- 
pected the legitimacy of the prophecy about her birth, since her 
supposedly noble bloodline inherited from the Queen of the 
YAO had no deterrent effect on animals—these vicious wolves 
were not intimidated by her at all! 

Cheng Qian held his sword steady with a straight face, know- 
ing he could not show the slightest hint of fear before these an- 
imals. Any lapse would be enough for the wolves to rip them to 
shreds. With a turn of his wrist, he assumed the starting form of 


the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay while murmuring to the toddler 
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in his arms, “Where are your wings?” 

Shuikeng immediately tried so hard to spread her wings that 
her face flushed red, but for some reason, be it hunger or fright, 
only a pair of winglets the size of hands emerged from her back. 
As they flapped frantically only to produce a soft breeze, Cheng 
Qian sensed trouble. Sure enough, upon seeing Shuikeng’s puny 
wings, the head wolf understood the children were helpless. It 
dropped its body low and let out a growl. 

In that split second, the muscles on Cheng Qian’s arm con- 
tracted as much as they would go. He had spent the past year 
relentlessly honing his swordsmanship, and his proficiency in 
the first two forms outstripped that of the undisciplined Yan 
Zhengming, who always chose the easiest path. As soon as he 
caught a whiff of rancid air from behind, he spun around and 
launched into a variant of the third move from A Brilliant Fu- 
ture, delivering a vertical strike. Drawing a bold arc, he nimbly 
avoided the beast’s claws and fangs and landed a forceful blow 
on Its jaw. 

The head of the wolf pack had a cunning glint in his eyes as 
its companions split into two groups and circled behind Cheng 
Qian to block his retreat, completely encircling the two chil- 
dren. 

Consumed by grievance, pain, and despair, Cheng Qian had 
nearly lost his will to live. Yet, as he confronted the hungry gaze 
of a wolf pack, a wave of pent-up fury and vigour flared up with- 
in him. Driven by these emotions, he charged a wolf head-on. 


This impulsive action coincided with the message of fearlessness 
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glimpsed from his recent meditative trance, and his mental and 
sword techniques moved in harmony. A streak of light envel- 
oped the wooden blade, but before Cheng Qian completed the 
move, he lost grasp of the hilt. He braced the blade against his 
elbow and drove it straight into the wolf’s maw. The moment 
the unstoppable blade collided with the wolf’s canines, Cheng 
Qian’s sleeve tore open, and a gash half an inch deep appeared, 
stretching from his wrist to his elbow. 

A painful howl burst from the wolf as the wood snapped. 
Seizing the opportunity, another wolf lunged at Shuikeng and 
clawed at her head. With lightning-fast reflexes, Cheng Qian 
shifted her from his left hand to his right then smashed the 
fractured wood against the wolf’s snout which sent the beast 
sprawling backwards and knocked himself back some ways. 

Blood from his injury spilt onto Shuikeng, its metallic tang 
turning her deathly pale. She shook like a leaf, terrified beyond 
her limits. Cheng Qian felt the toddler grow heavier, and in the 
next moment, he was lifted into the air—Shuikeng had unfurled 
her large but unreliable wings in the nick of time. The fright- 
ened toddler flapped her wings and shot straight up into the sky. 
The wind she created was so strong that it sent the pack leader 
tumbling head over heels. It let out a howl of surprise and fury 
and leapt up in an attempt to grab Cheng Qian by the leg, but 
the toddler flew so quickly it could only hook onto one of the 
boy’s shoes. Once it landed back down, it started pacing around 
in circles out of frustration. 


From above, Cheng Qian locked eyes with the wolf with the 
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help of the moonlight, his eyes still blazing with murderous in- 
tent. The wolf froze, dazed, before shuffling its front legs back- 
wards. Whimpering, it tucked its tail between its legs. 

The two did not fly very far. Shuikeng was too young after all, 
and she gave out just beyond the valley. After the pathetic duo 
crashed into the hillside, Cheng Qian propped himself up with 
the broken sword and climbed to his feet, jaws clenched. He 
tore a strip of cloth off his outfit and bound the bleeding arm 
lest the scent of blood attract more beasts. 

He needed to start a fire, find food, locate a shelter for the 
night, and stay vigilant. His arm throbbed with pain, he was 
cold and wet with dew, and he had to care for his toddler shimei. 
Traversing the perilous Valley of Forgotten Sorrows, he found 
he had no time to dwell on the complicated history between 
Muchun and the heretical cultivators, nor could he afford to feel 
lonely or lost. His priority was to exit this place full of unknown 


dangers and bring the sect token and Shuikeng back to the sect. 


Off the shores of the East Sea, the rescue efforts from the 
Azure Dragon Island had finally arrived long after the turbulent 
ordeal. 

Muchun had not had the chance to discuss the Four Lumi- 
naries with the disciples, nor had he explained what exactly the 
Azure Dragon Island was. Consequently, the dandy Master Yan 
showed no intention of greeting or flattering the Great Powers 
of the generation—he didn’t have time for them. He could not 


even wait for the winds and waves to calm before ordering his 
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attendants to lower all the small boats from their vessel to scour 
the waters in search of the missing individuals. 

Li Yun and Han Yuan were huddled inside the cabin, desper- 
ately rummaging through the bundles of books Cheng Qian had 
kept on his person. Yan Zhengming paced around like a caged 
lion, gesticulating wildly. 

“Look for the ones about talismans. Skip that bundle, Han 
Yuan! He might not have read them if they haven't even been 
opened. C’mon!” 

“Calm down, all right, Yan-shixiong? I think I’ve found it.” Li 
Yun raised a hand. “Look, could it be where Xiao-Qian learnt 
the half-baked tracking talisman?” 

The older boy immediately tossed the book in his hands and 
snatched the one in Li Yun’s. Beside him, Han Yuan asked impa- 
tiently, “What does it say?” 

Before the scion could reply, an attendant burst into the 
room, breathless as he announced, “Master, there’s a zhenren 
here to see you.” 

“Shoo, shoo! Zhenren or not, I don’t have the time for it. 
Our people are missing, and we re busy looking!” Yan Zheng- 
ming waved dismissively without looking up. Then he read the 
annotations in the book to Li Yun and Han Yuan. “Says here 
that there should be a connection between the carver and the 
talisman, but I engraved it myself, and I’ve felt nothing—not so 
much as a fart!” 

Li Yuns face blanched. “Yan-shixiong...” 


“Spit it out. What is it?” 
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“What if our tracking talisman was a failure to begin with?” 

Yan Zhengming thought about it. “But Xiao-Tonggian—” 

Li Yun cut him off. “Come on, he’s still wet behind the ears. 
He'd only recently gained energy perception. How could he be 
sure about a talisman that you've never even seen? What if he'd 
made a mistake?” 

The older boy fell silent. Then he smacked himself on the 
forehead in a burst of anger. It was the little brat’s own fault for 
acting as if he were reliable but never claiming to be so, which 
led the scion to mistakenly place his trust in a novice! If the 
little scumbag had been reliable, he wouldn’t be missing, now 
would he? 

Amidst the growing anxiety, another flustered attendant 
burst into the room, clutching a ragged sash. “Master, this was 
fished out from the sea!” 

Li Yun’s eyes narrowed as he snatched it over. “I tied this 
to Shimei’s waist, but the tracking talisman inside has disap- 
peared!” 

The disappearance of the talisman implied that it had been 
activated... so had they succeeded in creating a tracking talis- 
man? The boys stared at each other helplessly. 

“Tracking talisman?” a coarse female voice interjected. “What 
tracking talisman?” 

Li Yun turned to see the bedraggled Tang Wangiu, who had 
boarded their ship at some point and was now examining the 
sash. Although clueless as to why she was present, he offered her 


the proper greeting. “Good day, Tang-zhenren.” 
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Yan Zhengming shot a scathing glare at the attendant whom 
he had driven out earlier. He stomped past Li Yun and outright 
laid the blame on the hapless attendant. “Why was I not in- 
formed of the zhenren’s arrival? I genuinely wonder what I keep 
all of you for!” 

Tang Wanqiu was unfazed, merely waving it off and taking 
the silk strip from Li Yun. She pondered for a moment. “This 
doesn’t belong to your shifu, does it?” 

Yan Zhengming couldn't muster the patience to engage 
in small talk, especially at such a critical time. Nevertheless, 
Tang Wanqiu had seniority, so he was obliged to be civil. He 
smoothened his anxious brows and explained, “This sash be- 
longs to Han Tan, our shimei. She’s but a toddler, and we wor- 
ried we might lose her during our travels, so we tied it on her, 
just in case. We apologise, Tang-zhenren, but we don’t know the 
whereabouts of our shifu. It’s just us disciples here. Would you 
care for a cup of tea, maybe?” 

The polite invitation to tea, unfortunately, came out more 
like a demand for the guest to vacate the premises. However, 
Tang Wangiu, ever blunt and simple, was oblivious to his dis- 
respect. “There's no need to keep searching. Those two fiends 
would've pulverised any talisman made by the likes of you.’ 

Yan Zhengming was dumbfounded. This woman truly knew 
how to strike a nerve. Had she run over here for the express pur- 
pose of vexing them? The old adage “judge a book by its cover” 
did hold some truth to it after all. A woman who disregarded 


even her own appearance, if not for some special reason, would 
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likely have a strong sense of independence and seldom consid- 
ered others’ feelings. Staring at Tang Wangiu’s box-like face, 
which had a jaw even broader than her forehead, Yan Zheng- 
ming felt thoroughly vexed and intended to get rid of her as 
soon as possible. 

But before he figured out how to address the situation, Tang 
Wanqiu had become even more impatient. She skipped all for- 
malities and words of consolation. “I’ve been asked by the island 
master to invite you ashore. Come with me.” 

When the scion did not respond right away, Li Yun, who 
was aware of his irritable disposition, feared that his potentially 
insolent remarks might offend Tang Wanqiu. Hence, he hastily 
stepped forth and gave him a soft reminder. 

“Shixiong. 

To his surprise, Yan Zhengming neither threw a tantrum nor 
revealed any signs of anger. He lowered his gaze in thought be- 
fore finally asking, “If I may, why would the island master grant 
an audience to young cultivators like us? Might he be acquaint- 
ed with our shifu?” 

Tang Wanqiu raised her thick eyebrows. Each hair seemed to 
say, “Isn't that obvious?” 

Yan Zhengming’s heart pounded and blurted, “Our shifu has 
just gone missing. May we ask the island master for help with 
the search?” 


“They ve already begun. Let us go.” 


Azure Dragon Island was tranquil and secluded, a quintes- 
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sential home to cultivators of immortality. Residents and visi- 
tors alike were all cultivators attired in splendid garb or ethereal 
robes. Vibrant flowers bloomed all year round. Viewed from the 
sea, the island was always enveloped in gentle mist, resembling a 
vast floating fairyland. 

The master of the island, Gu Yanxue, was one of the Four Lu- 
minaries. Cultivating in seclusion year-round, he seldom made 
public appearances or got involved in the everyday affairs of 
his sect. In spite of that, he specially emerged from seclusion to 
meet Yan Zhengming, whom he treated kindly like a member of 
his own sect. Sensing the young man’s distress at the disappear- 
ance of his shifu, he offered brief words of consolation instead 
of engaging him in small talk and arranged accommodations for 
the group from Mount Fuyao. He went as far as to offer all of 
his sect’s resources to aid in the search so as to locate Muchun. 

The other cultivators would certainly not brazenly gossip like 
uncouth bumpkins. Their gossiping was refined yet intense. As 
one of the foremost Great Powers in the world, Gu Yanxue was 
the first amongst the Four Luminaries. He rarely showed his 
face at the once-in-a-decade Immortal’s Market. So many cul- 
tivators could not even get the opportunity to ingratiate them- 
selves with him. What did these youngsters from who-knows- 
where do to warrant the personal favour of the luminary? Their 
pathetic cultivation level aside, the lack of discretion and os- 
tentatious display of wealth upon their arrival at the island had 
earned the Fuyao Sect the other cultivators’ disdain. 


Yan Zhengming was unaware of the seething undercurrents; 
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he was too preoccupied to care. Gu Yanxue had taken down the 
birth details of Cheng Qian and Shuikeng’ and organised a large 
search team. For three painfully long days, the scion received no 
news. 

On the fourth morning, Yuer gently nudged open her mas- 
ters door, carrying a sandalwood casket containing a set of 
hair-combing tools so exquisite that they would impress even 
a princess. She intended to light some incense then wake her 
master, but upon peeking inside, she found he was not in the 
room. Instantly, she jumped to the possibility that she had had 
overslept and was going to be scolded. Anxious, she approached 
the attendant who had already made the bed and asked where 
the master was. 

The attendant replied, “As far as I know, the master received 
news about the missing sect members late last night, and he im- 
mediately set off.” 

Yuer was stunned. Though their son was a pampered wastrel, 
the Yans were quite a respectable family who never mistreated 
their servants. As a maiden born to a servant of the wealthy 
household, she had had, in many ways, the upbringing of a noble 
lady. Her sole duty on Mount Fuyao was to care for her master’s 
hair. Even during the battle of the two fiends, she had remained 
nice and dry inside the cabin, untouched by even a drop of sea- 


water. Never had she been affected by the outside world, but 


2. Divinations can be done using details of one’s birth known as bazi or the 


Four Pillars of Destiny, which include the year, month, day, and hour. 
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now she clearly felt the palpable panic around her. 

Hugging the casket, Yuer asked worriedly, “Did he not say 
when hed be back?” 

The attendant glanced at the naive girl and found himself 
choosing a softer tone. “No, he didn’t. We're still unsure of the 
situation.” Then he lowered his voice. “This stays between us, 
but last night, I overheard our master speaking to Li-shishu. The 
gist of their conversation was, in case something happens, we 
might not be able to return to Mount Fuyao for some time. So 
bear this in mind: there are so many powerful zhenren on the 
island who may be kind or wicked, but all possess power beyond 
our imagination. They can squash us like ants. You girls must 


stay put and be mindful not to offend anyone, understand?” 


Sharing a deep history with the Fuyao Sect, Gu Yanxue had 
anticipated Muchun and his disciples might surface near the 
Valley of Forgotten Sorrows and thus sent his men there. Yet, 
for some reason, they did not venture into the valley. It was 
not until three full days later that Cheng Qian and Shuikeng 
emerged. The boy looked beyond wretched. Although he man- 
aged to escape the dangers of the valley, he showed no sign of 
relief upon seeing the rescue team. Stoic and tense, he revealed 
only that he had gotten lost without mentioning the harrowing 
experiences in the valley. The adults believed him, convinced by 
his calm demeanour and well-organised explanation. 

In the evening, a female cultivator gave Cheng Qian a bowl of 


vegetable porridge obtained from nearby villagers. He thanked 


290 


her politely and tasted it before taking Shuikeng aside and offer- 
ing a spoonful to her. Having endured much torment with him 
these past days, the toddler had become ravenous and opened 
her mouth wide at the sight of food. To her dismay, Cheng Qian 
retracted his hand, and she chomped down on air. The poor 
toddler stared at him with tears brimming. 

“Do you remember what I told you?” he whispered. “Il let 
you eat if you do.” 

Shuikeng promptly nodded and bowed, chubby hands 
cupped together, in order to receive her first proper meal in 
days. At first glance, it seemed like a mean brother bullying his 
sister, withholding food unless she bowed. In reality, bowing 
was purely an instinctive response by the gluttonous toddler, 
not what Cheng Qian had told her to remember. Upon encoun- 
tering this group of strangers, he had instructed her not to reveal 
her wings to anyone, or else she would get no food. 

The woman found the chubby toddler quite adorable and en- 
gaged in light conversation. “How did such a young child come 
to be a part of the Fuyao Sect?” 

Cheng Qian smiled at her. “It’s all thanks to my mischievous 
shidi. He sneaked down Mount Fuyao to visit the market in 
town and found her abandoned by the road. The harvest had 
been poor the past years, and the village at the foot of the moun- 
tain probably suffered from a shortage of food and couldn’t feed 
her. My shifu found her pitiful and took her in. If you think 
about it, for us cultivators, a decade or two passes in the blink 


of an eye, and that’s enough for her to go from a babbling child 
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into a maiden. She'll grow up soon enough.” 

The woman found the little boy’s attempt at maturity rather 
endearing and could not resist teasing. “You haven't even gone 
through one ‘blink of an eye’ yet, but you act like a little old 
man. Honestly, you should return with us to get your injuries 
treated. Even though your fellow disciples are travelling night 
and day on a flying steed, they'll still need a day or two to get 
here.” 

Cheng Qian wiped away the porridge dribbling from the 
corners of Shuikeng’s mouth and answered thoughtfully, “I 
wouldn’t have minded if I were by myself, but I can’t trouble 
you all with my own needs as well as my shimei here. I think it'd 
be best to wait for my fellow disciples. After my shifu, they are 
the ones I must listen to. I don’t have any ideas as to what to do. 
I wouldn't make any decisions myself.” 

Partly due to his age, Cheng Qian was not adept at social 
interactions. He rarely initiated conversations, nor did he de- 
liberately build relationships. Though courteous to the point 
of adorable, he was incredibly stubborn. All over his body were 
scratches and bites from animals and bumps and bruises from 
falling, and the bandage around his arm was caked with blood 
and stuck to his skin. Despite clearly having suffered, he re- 
mained tight-lipped like a clam, refusing to explain his injuries 
or where he had been. He acted as if his wounds were merely 
superficial scrapes. 

It was not until dawn that Yan Zhengming arrived. In his hur- 


ry, he came without Li Yun, Han Yuan, or even attendants. The 
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scion did not even wait for his condor-drawn carriage to come 
to a complete stop before lifting the curtains and leaping out. 
Days of constant anxiety had fermented his anger into a potent 
brew. However, the sight of Cheng Qian’s wretched, bloodied 
appearance knocked most of the rage right out of him, and any 
remnants were swiftly extinguished when he realised Muchun 
was nowhere to be seen. 

He raced over with big strides, catching Shuikeng, who threw 
herself into his arms, then he pulled Cheng Qian to his feet and 
examined him from head to toe. “What happened? How come 
you ended up like this? Where have you been these past few 
days? Wheres Shifu? Why’s he left you two alone here?” 

Cheng Qian did not answer, only staring dumbly at him. Yan 
Zhengming’s heart raced as he asked, “Xiao-Qian, what hap- 
pened?” 

The boy remained silent, his gaze sliding from Yan Zheng- 
ming’s face to survey the strangers surrounding them. The cul- 
tivators from the Azure Dragon Sect were experienced enough 
to recognise his unspoken request for privacy and withdrew of 
their own volition. Only then did Cheng Qian let out a gentle 
sigh. With a hand covered in wounds, he retrieved with great 
difficulty a tiny token. 

“This is the sect token, Yan-shixiong. Shifu asked me to give it 
to you. 

Yan Zhengming stayed frozen until it dawned on him. He 
staggered back, blood draining from his face. He stared, hor- 


rified, at the token held up to him as if it were a harbinger of 
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unspeakable calamity. What did this mean? Why hand the sect 
token to him? What about Shifu? 

Where was Shifu?! 

A storm of terrifying possibilities roared through his mind. 
Just as he was about to reject each and every one, Cheng Qian 
shattered all hopes of escaping into delusion. 

“He is dead,” the younger boy stated matter-of-factly. “He 
said youd be the sect leader from now on.” 

“No.” Head shaking, Yan Zhengming shoved him away in a 
panic. “I won't... you... no, take this thing away! I don’t want it! 
What's wrong with you? How could he be dead?” 

Cheng Qians expression was dumb. “I watched his soul dissi- 
pate.” 

“No, impossible!” Yan Zhengming’s eyes widened, and his 
voice choked with denial. “That can’t be!” 

Cheng Qian did not reply. He offered the token to the older 
boy on an outstretched palm, gazing at him as a flicker of pro- 
found sorrow briefly shadowed his face. 

“It’s true, he murmured. “Shixiong, it’s...” Before he could 
finish, his head lolled weakly to the side, and he collapsed. 

Though caught off guard, Yan Zhengming caught him, and a 
horrifying crimson streak appeared on his pristine white sleeve. 
Cheng Qian was icy cold. For a moment, Yan Zhengming 
thought the boy had stopped breathing, so he hurriedly turned 
him onto his back and placed two trembling fingers under his 
nose to check for signs of life. However, his hand shook so vio- 


lently that he could not discern anything concrete. 
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Shuikeng had not yet learnt how to speak. With no way to 
express herself, she burst into tears by his side. Yan Zhengming’s 
ears rang, and his mind went blank. With Cheng Qian’s hand in 
his, he could feel the ice-cold token, and he could not warm it 
up no matter how long he held it. He only managed to mechan- 
ically repeat, “There, there, Shuikeng. There, there.” 

He knelt there, rigid like a pole, wondering if a moment had 
passed or an eternity. Suddenly, someone shook his shoulders 
vigorously, awakening him as he looked up in bewilderment. It 
was a member of the rescue effort who regarded him with wor- 
ry. His face must have been extremely pale, since the cultivator 
misinterpreted the situation. He mimicked Yan Zhengming, 
checking Cheng Qian’s breathing, and relaxed after a moment. 

“Hes all right, don’t worry. Hes just fainted. I’ve got some 
elixirs and wound medicine here. Don’t worry. His injuries ar- 
en't that serious.” 

Yan Zhengming nodded then nipped the tip of his tongue. 
The sting and the taste of blood rushed over him, jolting him 
out of the disorienting fog of shock and grief. He managed to 
compose himself and calmly retrieved the token from Cheng 
Qian’s hand. He picked the boy up and asked Shuikeng, “Can 
you walk on your own?” 

She gingerly rose up on tiptoe and held onto the hem of his 
clothes. 

Yan Zhengming sat in the flying carriage in a total stupor 
during the flight back to Azure Dragon Island. Rationally, he 
knew Cheng Qian was telling the truth. Muchun had always 
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doted on them excessively without imposing much discipline, so 
as long as he was still alive, he would never have allowed the two 
disciples to fall into such a wretched state. 


But... 


On Azure Dragon Island, Li Yun and Han Yuan had been 
waiting eagerly. As soon as they spotted Yan Zhengming, they 
rushed forwards with a barrage of questions. 

“What's wrong with Xiao-Qian?” 

“Where's Shifu?” 

“Right, Yan-shixiong, why hasn't he come back with you?” 

“Where'd you find them?” 

“I don’t know! Go away!” Yan Zhengming strode past the 
two boys, so annoyed that he could burst. “Don’t ask me, quit 
yapping in my ears! We'll talk after he wakes up!” 

But Cheng Qian did not. Aside from sustaining injuries, he 
had spent three harrowing days with a toddler in tow in the 
Valley of Forgotten Sorrows, where he had been constantly in 
harm’s way and unable to sleep. His mind and body had been 
strung so tightly that they snapped once he had let himself relax 
ever so slightly. 

Yan Zhengming stayed by his side, desperately awaiting his 
awakening to learn what had happened in the valley, but the 
longer he waited, the more afraid he became. Every time he 
closed his eyes, he would recall the boy, bloodied and grimy, 
telling him of Muchun’s demise. ‘This terrified the scion, stealing 


sleep from him and leaving an uncomfortable lump lodged in 
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his throat. While he was consumed by this burning anxiety, a 
tempting thought crept into his mind. Why couldn't he simply 
throw up his hands and return to a life of luxury in his natal 
home? Once this notion appeared, it took root in his mind. 
That's right. With his family’s vast fortunes, he could spend the 
remaining decades of his mortal life in effortless comfort. What 
was the point in striving for immortality and finding the Tao? 
He could even bring his fellow disciples with him and fully sup- 
port them in their own passions and pursuits in the future, be 
it martial arts or scholastics. After all, it just meant a few more 
mouths to feed. 

Sect leader? What a joke. He'd only ever known one role— 
that of a wealthy kid! He could barely engrave a basic talisman, 
and his novice-level swordsmanship was mediocre at best. The 
Great Powers were out of the question, but even the most ordi- 
nary attendant running menial errands on Azure Dragon Island 
possessed a higher cultivation level than him. He didn’t know 
what good could possibly come about with him at the helm of 
the sect. 

“Zheshi, he summoned, shooting to his feet. “Zheshi!” 

The young attendant jogged towards him. “Yes, Master?” 

“Fetch the stationery. I want to write a letter to my family,” 
Yan Zhengming ordered in a hurry. “Pack up our luggage and 
prepare the ship. Once Xiao-Qian awakens, I'll bid farewell to 
Master Gu.” 

“Are we heading back to Mount Fuyao?” Zheshi asked, rather 
puzzled. 
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“Mount Fuyao? No, we're going home!” 

“But, sir!” Zheshi gasped. “What about the sect?” 

Yan Zhengming waved his hand dismissively. “It doesn’t exist 
anymore. The sect’s been disbanded, understand? Now go. Pre- 
pare to leave at once.” 

Zheshi took off in a panic. 

Yet that “at once” turned out to be two days later. Cheng 
Qian stirred, enveloped by the scent of orchids that he knew so 
well. Immediately, a hand rested on his forehead. His throat was 
so hoarse that he could only mouth. “Shixiong...” 

Without a word, the older boy helped him sit up and offered 
a bowl of water, which he drained in one go. Dumbly, he held 
the empty bowl until he formed a thought. Wheres Shuikeng?” 

“With Yuer. The maidservants are watching her.” 

Cheng Qian massaged his brow. “And the sect token... right, 
the token, have I given it to you?” 

Yan Zhengming lifted up a cord around his neck with the 
tiny token dangling from it. Seeing it, Cheng Qian let out a sigh 
of relief. The daze and tension in his expression were partly re- 
placed by weariness. 

Life at the Fuyao Sect had been a constant whirlwind of barn- 
yard chaos. The senior disciples refused to yield to the juniors, 
who, in turn, disrespected their seniors. It felt like only yester- 
day that they were bickering incessantly. Now, sitting across each 
other so far from home, they felt a profound sense of mutual 
reliance. The childish rivalries and petty squabble seemed to be- 


long to a different life. 
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Yan Zhengming sighed. “Are you hungry?” 

Cheng Qian shook his head. Resting against the headboard, 
he let his mind wander for a bit before finally breaking the tran- 
quil atmosphere. 

“Shifu, Shuikeng, and I ended up in that place because of the 
faulty talisman we'd made...” 

Yan Zhengming sat in silence, which was uncharacteristic of 
him, without interrupting. It took the feeble boy close to a half 
hour to recount the ordeal from beginning to end in fits and 
starts. Long after the tale was told, the scion remained silent un- 
til the candle by the bedside flickered, jolting him to attention. 
The mere act of sitting up exhausted him. The sect token around 
his neck suddenly became a weight that threatened to snap his 
spine. 

He rose to his feet and gently rested a hand on Cheng Qians 
head. He adopted the gentlest tone that he had ever used in his 
life. “I'll get someone to bring you some porridge. Eat some, 
then get your wounds treated.” 

For once, the younger boy obediently nodded without chal- 
lenging him. He turned to leave, telling himself: 

All right, now that I know what happened and he’s awake, we 
can make arrangements to go home tomorrow morning. Its going 
to be wonderful. Reach out, and someone will dress me. Open my 
mouth, and food will be served. Theres no need to wake up early 
for sword practice or any requirement to train late into the night... 

Just as he reached the doorway, lost in his thoughts, Cheng 


Qian spoke, “Wait, Yan-shixiong, my books weren't lost, were 
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they? Could you bring me the sword manuals?” 

Yan Zhengming stopped dead in his tracks. Hand on the 
door, he stood stock-still with his back to the boy. 

“Oh, no...” Cheng Qian sounded a bit crestfallen. “They were 
lost, weren't they?” 

’ Still facing the other way, Yan Zhengming retorted gruffly, 
“What do you need sword manuals for when you can’t even get 
out of bed?” 

“Shizu said that we've restarted the severed bloodline of the 
Fuyao Sect,’ Cheng Qian explained calmly. “I might not be 
able to get up, but the bloodline remains. Before Shifu left, he 
imparted the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay to me. He wanted to 
pass this on even if it meant possessing a lowly YAo’s corpse, so I 
must preserve it in its entirety.” 

This rendered Yan Zhengming dumbfounded for some time, 
then he whipped around and returned to the bed with big 
strides. He pulled the seated boy into an embrace. The token 
dug painfully into his collarbone. 

Fuck disbanding. I'm the head of the Fuyao Sect now, and I'm 
not rolling over yet! 

Yan Zhengming hugged the boy so tightly he was trembling, 
as though clinging to a lifeline. For a moment, Cheng Qian 
thought the scion was crying. Yet after waiting, there were no 
tears of overwhelming emotions. Instead, he heard Yan Zheng- 
ming in his ear. 

“It’s all right, Xzao-Qian. I’m here for you. Everything will be 


2?? 


fine. 
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lutching a stack of tattered books in his arms, Li Yun 
C tripped on the threshold to Cheng Qian’s room and was 
nearly sent flying together with the books. But before he could 
utter a sound, a heartrending cry erupted from within on his 
behalf. 

Inside, Cheng Qian was carefully lancing blisters on Yan 
Zhengming’s hand. The former was quite deft at dealing with 
the troublesome growths. Stabbing the needle in, then lifting 
and squeezing, he was practised and precise without any hesita- 
tion, but the delicate sect leader Yan Zhengming was in so much 
pain that he yelled, “Be gentle! Cheng Qian, what do you think 
youre handling with those hands of yours? Oww!” 

“A pig, Cheng Qian replied stoically. 

“You insolent, unfilial brat... Agh!” Yan Zhengming splut- 
tered, nearly springing up from his chair. “So much for this 
damn swordplay! I’m never practising it again!” 


Li Yun immediately slammed shut the door he had knocked 
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open to prevent the Fuyao Sect from having its scant remnants 
of dignity swept away. 

Master Yan, now the sect leader, was tasting the bitterness 
of being blistered by the wooden sword for the first time in his 
life. He prayed for help from everyone he could think of, from 
his parents to his most distant ancestors, not minding the loss 
of his dignity in the presence of the junior disciples. Watching 
nervously from the corner was Han Yuan, who had probably 
developed an aversion for the sect’s swordplay. 

“Here, I found these.” Li Yun dumped a pile of scavenged 
books onto the table, trying to ignore the sect leader’s miserable 
cries. “These chronicles document the major events of the large 
immortality sects, and we re mentioned in some of them.” 

Han Yuan craned his neck to ask, “We're in it? What's it 
say?” 

“The earliest records date from the founding of this island. It 
mentions the Fuyao Sect dispatching an elder and two disciples 
to offer good wishes on the sect leader’s behalf. They even had 
the honour of being listed first in the name register. Our sect 
headed the top ten greatest immortality sects at the time.” 

Yan Zhengming drew a sharp breath and cut Li Yun off with 
a lifeless wave of his hand. “Spare me the tales of our ancestors’ 
glories. Tell me, when did our sect begin to decline?” 

“IT remember it was...” Li Yun riffled through the books. “Oh, 
here it is. The sixth sect leader, for some reason, announced 
plans to reorganise the sect after a particular Immortal’s Market. 


He limited the number of disciples each member could take 
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to two. His successor later reversed this and accepted eighteen 
disciples in one go. Those disciples ended up in a massive strug- 
gle for the position of sect leader, and most of them died. From 
then on, each generation was inferior to the last.” 

“Seriously?” Yan Zhengming groaned weakly, pulling out the 
sect token around his neck. “Which of you wants to fight for it? 
Hurry up and take it. I’ve had enough here. I’m packing my bags 
and going home.” 

Everyone else ignored him. 

Sprawled in a pile of musty tomes, Li Yun thumbed through 
the pages. “After that whole mess, the sect regulations prohib- 
ited internal fighting amongst disciples. Then... then the sect 
yielded quite a few heretical cultivators, with two of them even 
claiming the title of Lord Beiming—” 

“Three.” Cheng Qian corrected him. “Shizu also held the ti- 
tle.” 

“Yes, sure.” Li Yun sighed. “Actually, those who went astray 
arent so bad. It says here that one person believed in divination 
and astrology so devoutly that he considered cultivation and 
swordsmanship trivial. Everything he taught was about the stars, 
and the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay had nearly been lost. There’s 
another one who was so obsessed with travelling that during 
his stint as sect leader, his last disciple only met him once in his 
lifetime. But when it comes down to it, the one who actually 
made the Fuyao Sect fade from the eyes of the secular world was 
our shizu. There’s not much information about him other than 


that he spent most of his time in seclusive cultivation and barely 
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interacted with anyone. Every Immortal’s Market, hed just send 
his disciples—our shifu and you-know-who—to attend.” 

“I see now, Yan Zhengming spoke in faint whispers, “our 
sects had a long and illustrious history, teeming with unortho- 
dox cultivators and all sorts of oddities. Yet, by our generation, 
things have truly come to a point where we don’t even have 
those. All that’s left is a sect leader who's just fumbling through 
his duties like a child playing house and a handful of disciples 
following suit.” 

“Then...” Han Yuan looked dumbly at him. “Should we 
we stop playing, pack our bags, and return to our respective 
homes?” 

Cheng Qian and Li Yun glared at him. 

“Hey, I didn’t suggest it,” Han Yuan protested. “It was Yan- 
shixiong\” 

Yan Zhengming leaned against the table and announced 
slowly, “I was called for a meeting with Master Gu, who has 
invited us to stay on his island for a while. He said that after 
the market's over, the Great Powers will be hosting lectures to 
impart knowledge and wisdom to any independent cultivators. 
He’s reserved our spots. Shifu’s no longer with us, but we can 
stay here to cultivate and decide our next steps after we ve made 
some progress.” 

Li Yun fidgeted. “How long a while? Are we not going back 
to Mount Fuyao?” 

“It’s hard to say,’ Yan Zhengming replied sharply. “Look at 
Tang-zhenren. She looks as though she'd been a wandering beg- 


304 


gar for decades, but they all say that she’s been travelling for ‘a 
while’ to gain experience.” 

Li Yun could not help gnawing on his nails. “But I heard ru- 
mours that the island master had distanced himself from world- 
ly affairs for years. Why has he suddenly made an appearance 
just to ask us to stay?” 

Yan Zhengming shook his head. “Maybe it’s got something to 
do with his past dealings with Shifu.” 

Since entering the Fuyao Sect, Yan Zhengming had been 
raised in the secluded mountains and shielded from the outside 
world. Prior to this journey, everything Muchun had ever told 
him went in one ear and out the other. After being flung onto 
Azure Dragon Island, he realised he essentially knew nothing 
and did not feel comfortable asking. This constant anxiety ate at 
him, wearing him down physically and mentally. 

“Maybe I’m too sensitive,” said Li Yun, “but I feel uneasy that 
he’s treating us well for no rhyme or reason.’ 

“Tonggian, Yan Zhengming said, giving the boy a kick, “put 
down that lousy knife of yours. Look up and say something.” 

The energy in the boy’s control dissipated as he was inter- 
rupted. The talisman had been wasted. The frugal boy swapped 
to a regular knife and scraped off the previous markings on the 
wood while saying flatly, “Something.” 

Ever since Cheng Qian escaped from the Valley of Forgotten 
Sorrows with Shuikeng, nothing else seemed to matter to him 
besides swordsmanship and cultivation. Whenever Yan Zheng- 


ming saw him, there would be either a wooden sword or a carv- 
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ing knife in his hand. Worried that the boy might overdo it and 
injure his foundation, the scion had nearly gotten into a fight 
with him several times over this issue. Unfortunately, Cheng 
Qian had a history of feigning obedience while discreetly doing 
as he pleased. After taking custody of the rascals that were his 
fellow disciples, Yan Zhengming fully empathised with Mu- 
chun’s sense of helplessness when dealing with them in the past. 

“What do we have that anyone would covet? Our beautiful 
sect leader?” Cheng Qian jibed while clearing away the sawdust. 
“Be honest with yourselves, would you?” 

The harsh, icy words were a slap on the face, effectively shut- 
ting down any further discussion. Li Yun and Yan Zhengming 
exchanged helpless glances, unsure of what to do with the boy. 
They wanted to beat him as much as comfort him. After wit- 
nessing Muchun’s end, Cheng Qian had been repressing the 
heart-wrenching pain of grief, not crying or displaying vulnera- 
bility, but his temper had simply gone from bad to worse. 

Yan Zhengming signalled Li Yun with his eyes. The latter got 
the message and led Han Yuan away. Out of concern that Cheng 
Qian would train recklessly and neglect his own well-being, Yan 
Zhengming had conspired with Li Yun to take turns keeping the 
boy company. 

Yan Zhengming picked up the historical chronicles and qui- 
etly browsed the sections mentioning the Fuyao Sect. Neither 
person paid attention to the other. The room was silent except 
for the sound of pages turning and energy diffusing from the 


knife. When night fell, Xueqing entered the room carrying 
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supper and gave Yan Zhengming, who was still in Cheng Qian’s 
room, a puzzled look. 

“Good evening, Mas... Sect Leader.” 

“Have my belongings sent over,’ Yan Zhengming instructed, 
calmly ignoring the clear message of “why don’t you get lost” 
written all over Cheng Qian’s face. “I’m going to stay here for 
the next few days.” 

The boy’s indifferent expression began to crack, but Yan 
Zhengming did not spare him a look. He told Xueging, “I’m 
worried that he might take things too hard and do something 
silly. I’m going to keep an eye on him for a few days.” 

Cheng Qian looked like he had lost all appetite before even 
seeing the food. 

“You worry too much.” He managed to squeeze out after a 
while. “I’m coping just fine.” 

“I'm the sect leader, and this is final,” Yan Zhengming retort- 
ed curtly, rising to his feet to stretch a little under Cheng Qians 
hostile gaze, ready as ever to terrorise the boy. The scion seemed 
to have got the key to being a sect leader. During sword practice, 
he would throw tantrums, threatening to pack his bags and 
leave, but when it came to exerting his authority, he would con- 
veniently remember his position as sect leader. 

“While you're at it, get a few more servants to sweep the 
floor,’ he commanded. “Don’t you see all the hair? Also, bring 
my censer here and tell Yuer to prepare the incense.” 

Before Cheng Qian could get a word in, Yan Zhengming had 


usurped the room and behaved as if he were the proper owner. 
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He grabbed Cheng Qian by the back of his head, lifted him up, 
and sat him at the dining table. “Time to eat.” 

Without a word, Cheng Qian reached out for a pair of chop- 
sticks but had his hand smacked away. 

“Wash your hands,” the adolescent said with a frown. 

With the attendant still present, Cheng Qian thought it in- 
appropriate to disrespect the newly appointed sect leader. He 
settled for a fierce glare before plunging his hands into the basin 
prepared on one side. He then reached for a teacup, but once 
again, Yan Zhengming swatted his hand away. 

“Who drinks tea before eating food? What kind of nasty 
habit is that?” 

Cheng Qian had a sinking feeling that this was only the be- 
ginning of trouble. 

“Eat the cold dishes first, then the hot ones! Who taught you 
to switch back and forth? 

“Who told you to serve dessert when we haven't finished the 
main meal? 

“What? You use the same bowl for rice and soup? 

“They don’t peel the mad-apples on Azure Dragon Island?!” 

Cheng Qian reached his breaking point. He slammed his 
chopsticks on the table and rose to leave. 

“Why are you leaving?” Yan Zhengming asked in bewilder- 
ment. 

“I can’t cope with you in my face. I can’t stomach the food. I’m 
going to train in the back garden.” 


Cheng Qian had an unwavering routine—four hours of 
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sword practice every morning and evening, come rain or shine, 
never slacking off. Tonight, however, with Yan Zhengming oc- 
cupying his room, he decided to practise outdoors all night, his 
wooden sword and the elements keeping him company. 

When he had exhausted himself and his spiritual sea 
throbbed in protest, he had no choice but to go inside to lie 
down. Upon returning to his room, he discovered that Yan 
Zhengming had wrought havoc, transforming his room into an 
extravagant residence fit for the most pampered lady. To make 
matters worse, the picky lady denied his access to the bed. 

“Wash yourself first! Don’t tell me you were going to crawl 
into bed covered in sweat?” 

Cheng Qian was going to do just that and had done so fre- 
quently. Realising this, Yan Zhengming immediately summoned 
Xueqing and commanded, “Change the bedclothes!” 

As soon as Xueqing had left, Cheng Qian snapped, “Can't 
you go back to your own place?” 

“Not a chance,’ Yan Zhengming replied firmly. “Look at the 
ghastly state you're in. I need to keep an eye on you for the next 
few days. By the way, do you always train so late?” 

A vein throbbed on Cheng Qian’s brow as he ignored the 
question. “There's no way I’m sleeping with you.” 

“You think I want to?” the scion fumed. “The chopping 
board’s softer than your bed!” 

Cheng Qian turned on his heel. “Fine, then I’ll go sleep on 
the chopping board in the kitchen. Enjoy your stay.” 


“Seize him!” Yan Zhengming barked at the bewildered atten- 
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dants outside the door. 

Cheng Qian was known for treating others, even the atten- 
dants, in a reserved and impeccably courteous manner. Fighting 
a group of attendants who had been dragged into this unex- 
pected disaster was unthinkable. With no recourse, he let Yan 
Zhengming have his way. After being scrubbed clean from head 
to toe, Cheng Qian was tucked into a scent-laden brocade quilt 
brought from the Haven of Gentle Bliss. Its smell was so over- 
whelming that it made the boy sneeze four times in a row, caus- 
ing his eyes to water. 

A disdainful Yan Zhengming tossed a handkerchief at him, 
frowning. “You should have your nose looked at.” 

Cheng Qian pinched the handkerchief and flung it aside 
before grabbing a book on taboos regarding talismans. “I think 
your heads more in need of an examination.” 

Yan Zhengming shoved the boy face down into the bedding, 
snatching away the book. “Go to sleep.” 

“Give it back!” 

Their bickering quickly escalated as they scuffled under the 
quilt. A perfectly good copy of Talismans and Their Taboos came 
dangerously close to being ripped in half during their squabble. 
In the end, Cheng Qian was the first to let go out of concern for 
their sect’s literature. Yan Zhengming took the opportunity to 
toss the book to one side and extinguished the light with a wave 
of his hand. 

Cheng Qian ground his teeth in the darkness, burrowing 


deep under the quilt until it covered his head. Out of sight, out 
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of mind. 

The victor of the altercation folded both hands behind his 
head, but his satisfaction was short-lived. Cheng Qian now re- 
fused to acknowledge him, so the scion lay down in bed, staring 
at the canopy. After a long silence, he suddenly spoke into the 
darkness, “I now understand what they mean by ‘treading on 
thin ice and standing at the edge of the abyss.” 

Cheng Qian held his tongue, curled up under the quilt. To 
him, Yan Zhengming might well be that annoying “abyss” right 
now. 

Yan Zhengming continued his monologue. “I’ve been told 
there will be a series of lectures after the Immortal’s Market. 
Many independent cultivators will take the chance to fur- 
ther their cultivation studies by attending. Since Li-shidi and 
Han-shidi haven't even begun harnessing energy, I plan to stay 
here at least until they’ve built a foundation... The path of culti- 
vation is fraught with challenges. Without guidance, we'll grope 
around blindly. We can’t return to Mount Fuyao without any 
more experience.” 

It was all thanks to Li Yun the Shit-stirrer’s insistence on 
finding the sect’s roots and piecing together its history. Yan 
Zhengming might have verbally dismissed the information, but 
he had clearly taken it to heart. It wouldn't have mattered if the 
Fuyao Sect had been some unknown organisation in the middle 
of nowhere. But now that he knew of the sect’s once glorious 
past, the weight of the once illustrious sect rested on his shoul- 


ders. Yet, there he was, having to scrounge for basic skills from 
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public lectures just like any errant cultivator. Yan Zhengming 
found the situation extremely distasteful. 

“TI accepted the island master’s invitation, but I’m not going 
to rely on him.” He then added, trying to be convincing. “I’m 
really not.” 

That was when he noticed Cheng Qian had emerged from 
under the quilt and was facing him and listening quietly. The 
twelve-year-old had slimmed down before ever hitting a growth 
spurt. A pair of unwavering eyes stared at him with hardy re- 
solve that did not match his other clean, childlike features. 

What was I doing at his age? Yan Zhengming mused while 
looking at him. Sympathy and unease welled up in his heart. 

“Ten years, he blurted, “at most. Then we'll go back.” 

He regretted uttering these words the moment they left his 
lips. He turned away in pain, avoiding the boy’s gaze, and quick- 
ly contradicted himself. “Don’t take me seriously. It'd be best if 
we can return, but if we can’t, then so be it. Don't put too much 
faith in it.” 

What did he expect? Cheng Qian was sure pigs would sooner 


start flying than the scion would be reliable. 


Sometimes, an individual or a group experiences earth-shat- 
tering upheaval, but time waits for no man, and the world keeps 
spinning. While the youths of the Fuyao Sect anxiously searched 
for a way out of their predicament, the grand event on Azure 
Dragon Island commenced as planned. 


The Immortal’s Market was a decennial event. A ten-mile- 
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long street was sectioned off on the island to be used as a bus- 
tling marketplace of pills, talismans, magical items, manuals, and 
other items. Major sects would send their promising disciples 
to foster connections with other kindred cultivators. After the 
market, some of these aspiring youths who were ready to ven- 
ture out independently might even find companions for their 
journeys. 

The next most anticipated event for the independent culti- 
vators was the examinations, for those who qualified had the 
right to enter the Lecture Hall. Listening to the lecture series 
was a dream for cultivators unafhliated with any sect. Aspiring 
cultivators who had been denied entry to prestigious organisa- 
tions or even lay people flocked here to try their luck, hoping 
to receive guidance from renowned masters and embark on the 
orthodox path of cultivation. The most outstanding of them 
might even be accepted by the Azure Dragon Sect as disciples. 
Though most could not officially join the sect, many would still 
be able to learn in the Lecture Hall and perhaps embark on the 
path of immortal cultivation. Equipped with newfound skills 
and knowledge, they could then travel the world in search of 
opportunities. 

Of course, the Lecture Hall could not accommodate so many. 
After the multi-tiered selection process, only about one or two 
in a hundred contenders would gain entry to the hall. As for the 
Fuyao Sect, they were lucky the island master had personally let 
them in through the back door. Otherwise, they might not have 


passed the examination. 
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As soon as the Immortal’s Market had opened, they dived 
into the lively atmosphere under Han Yuans instigation. Many 
lay people were mixed in with cultivators, and the two groups 
initially appeared indistinguishable. However, Yan Zhengming 
soon discovered the difference during interactions and trading. 
Lay people used gold and silver as currency, whereas cultivators 
preferred to barter. Despite carrying bills worth tens of thou- 
sands of taels, Yan Zhengming could only buy lay goods at the 
Immortal’s Market; acquiring artefacts from cultivators was out 
of the question. 

The examinations were held at the Azure Arena at the end of 
the street. The raised platform occupied an area of no more than 
four square yards, but in fact, a boundless space was contained 
within. It was large enough to host illusory realms with rivers, 
mountains, and seas. A group of cultivators, amongst them Tang 
Wangiu, surrounded the platform, maintaining order as keep- 
ers during the proceedings. Independent cultivators who were 
confident of their cultivation could challenge each other in the 
arena, while the completely uninitiated may undergo trials in 
a realm of their choice to have their character, will, or aptitude 
evaluated. To ensure fairness, everyone could watch from the 
sidelines. 

Yan Zhengming managed to secure a spot in a teahouse near 
the platform for his group, arriving just in time to watch a com- 
petition between two cultivators. One of them wielded a sabre, 
and the other a sword. Unlike the marine battle between the 


two fiends, each exchange between the participants was visible 
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at this level of competition. The sword-wielder’s style was flashy, 
and his dexterity suggested that he had some skill, but his elab- 
orate flourishes appeared rather frivolous. After trading a few 
hundred blows, the sabre-wielder, who had been reserved, pin- 
pointed his opponent's weakness. By risking a stab to the arm, 
he thrust his broad blade into an opening in the swordsman’s 
moves, knocking against the sword before wrenching it away 
with a loud clang and sending it flying away. 

The onlookers burst into thunderous cheers. 

“Yan-shixiong, Han Yuan said with envy, “when can we 
switch to real swords?” 

Eyes glued to the fight, the scion responded absentmindedly, 
“When you stop hurting your feet with the wooden one.” 

Cheng Qian spoke up, “Shifu said that our swordplay isn’t 
like any other, so it]l take a few years before we can switch.” 
With that, he recalled the wooden sword in Muchun’s hand 
amidst the storm at sea, a stabilising monolith amidst the turbu- 
lence, and he could not help adding, “Besides, if you’ve mastered 
the essence of swordplay, a wooden sword might not be inferior 
to a steel—” 

Li Yun gave him a rough tug, hissing, “Xiao-Qian, don’t 
spout nonsense!” 

Cheng Qian looked up, and his eyes collided with the chill- 
ing, hostile stare of a nearby man. He was dark-skinned, with 
an even darker look in his eyes. Cheng Qian was utterly baffled 
as to how he had offended this person. The man stood up and 


looked down at him with a condescending look. 
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“Whats that, boy? A wooden sword might not be inferior to 
a steel blade? You must possess profound knowledge of swords- 
manship to make such a claim!” 
Just then, the vanquished swordsman descended the arena 
and approached the older dark-skinned man and greeted him 
as brother. Realisation dawned on Cheng Qian. The man was 
simply venting his frustration after his sibling had lost, probably 
thinking the child was an easy target. Cheng Qian thought, 
That's a new one. So you blame the chamber pot when you cant 
shit? 

Han Yuan read his mind. The little beggar was fiercely pro- 
tective of Cheng Qian, refusing to allow anyone to bully him. 
He stepped forward, ready to unleash his repository of vulgar 
insults from his life as a street urchin, but the sharp-eyed Li Yun 
swiftly grabbed him and gave a warning. “Don’t start trouble!” 

Yan Zhengming reached out and pulled the reluctant Cheng 
Qian behind him. He cupped his hands towards the older 
of two brothers as a languid greeting. “I do beg your pardon. 
Youngsters often speak impulsively; he might even say a lump of 
coal is white. Please, do laugh it off, sir. There’s no need to stoop 
to his level.” 

His intention might have been to smooth over the situation 
and calm the man down, but his tone and attitude somehow 
turned out provocative, like setting a spark to dry kindling. 
The man’s already displeased expression darkened further. His 
younger brother, who had been eliminated from the competi- 


tion, whispered something in his ear, and the man’s gaze shifted 
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to the wooden sword in Cheng Qian’s hand. 

“What? The fu-ya sect?” Sneering, the man deliberately mis- 
pronounced the sect’s name. “Never heard of them. It seems like 
just about any fella off the street can get into this Lecture Hall 
with the right people ‘supporting’ them. This whole examina- 
tion's just a cheap ploy to boost their reputation while tricking 
foolish outsiders who don’t know any better!” 

Tang Wangiu, who stood near the stage maintaining order, 
heard those words. Although her expression darkened, she 
could not abandon her post, so she stared daggers at the man 
and the members of the Fuyao Sect, wishing to expel from the 
market both the lump of coal who dared disrespect her sect and 
the little brats who hid behind nepotism’s skirt. 

Yan Zhengming remained unperturbed, thinking it had 
nothing to do with him, since the Azure Dragon Sect was the 
one being criticised. He let out a sardonic laugh and prepared to 
take his leave. 

Cheng Qian, however, was more perceptive than the scion. 
He noticed the displeasure on Tang Wanqius face. Although the 
lump of coal had directed his impudence at the Azure Dragon 
Sect, it was the Fuyao Sect that had provoked his actions. Their 
direct admittance to the Lecture Hall without examination, as 
well as the island master’s repeated summons, had aroused envy 
in many. If they simply walked away as if nothing had happened, 
they would surely face quite a few challenges on the island. 

Yan Zhengming said, as carefree as ever, “Come on, Xiao- 


Qian, let’s go.” 
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Having decided to make a stand, Cheng Qian turned a deaf 
ear to his command. He slowly brushed a finger against the 
edge of his wooden sword, standing his ground as he responded 
unhurriedly, “I see! If that’s the case, then a swordsman who lost 
control of his sword like you... must possess genuine skill and 
knowledge?” 

Although the spectators were standing shoulder to shoulder, 
a wide space rapidly cleared around the two when they realised 
that a fight might be imminent. 

Yan Zhengming, who was accustomed to life as a wealthy 
scion, was utterly oblivious to the fact that their entire party 
had become an eyesore to many. The Fuyao Sect had fallen from 
grace for so long that no one aside from a few wrinkly old Great 
Powers had heard of it. The same sect, unknown to all, chose to 
show off its overwhelming wealth starting from the port of the 
East Sea. Tales of the wastrel sect had spread amongst the trav- 
ellers even before their arrival at Azure Dragon Island. Indeed, 
cultivators typically did not value worldly riches and status, but 
what about the special treatment from the island master him- 
self ? 

The boy representing the infamous sect appeared no older 
than twelve. The singular wooden sword in his hand looked 
like a child’s toy. As he stood, motionless, a man in the crowd 
groused, “What an insolent boy! Aren’t there any elders in his 
sect to discipline him?” 

Another chimed in, “What, don’t you know the island 


master’s granted them entry into the Lecture Hall? Now, what 
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respectable sect would send its disciples to another sect for edu- 
cation?” 

“How curious! I wonder why Master Gu favours them so?” 

“Who knows? Maybe they’re children of rich families, or 
they hail from some aristocratic lineage. Their families might've 
spent a great deal on some rare artefact that impressed the island 
master so much that it earned them this special treatment.” 

“You're telling me just about anyone can dream big about im- 
mortality! Is the path of cultivation genuinely that easy?” 

Yan Zhengming had failed to restrain Cheng Qian and was 
really at his wit’s end. He finally realised that the reliability that 
the little fellow projected was ephemeral. Like the moon mir- 
rored in rippling water, it only appeared to exist! His expression 
was frosty as he squeezed out through clenched jaws: “Cheng! 
Qian!” 

The younger boy had working ears that caught the chatter- 
ing. His worries about future difficulties on the island had been 
misplaced—the difficulties were here now. Their ostentatious 
display on the way to the island had backfired spectacularly. 
Cheng Qian suddenly recalled Muchun’s words before they had 
boarded the ship. Had the zhenren already foreseen their cur- 
rent predicament? 

By stepping forward, Cheng Qian had only intended to put 
on a strong front, not to come to blows. Firstly, the swordsman 
had already been defeated; there was no reason for him to re-en- 
ter the arena. Secondly, Cheng Qian was young. As a cultivator 


or as a lay person, there was no reason for a grown man to fight 
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with a child his age. 

Cheng Qian then realised that he had dug himself into a 
hole. If he were a bit more glib, he might have weaselled his way 
out with some sweet words. He was hardly a significant figure, 
barely reaching the swordsman’s chest. Indeed, dignity mattered 
little in the face of self-preservation. Unfortunately, he was not 
one for excuses and running away. His mind raced as he quickly 
replayed the exchanges from the previous fight. Instead of back- 
ing down, he steeled himself. If the man wanted to fight, then 
he'd give him a fight. He saw no reason to feel fear. 

Without a care, Cheng Qian brushed aside Yan Zhengming’s 
warning, cupped his fists, and addressed the swordsman. “I’ve 
trained with the sword for some time, but my skills are lacking, 
which is why my shifu hasn't allowed me to switch to a steel 
blade. I'd appreciate any guidance you can give me, good sir.” 

The swordsman must have been from some obscure sect not 
to have been very concerned about dignity and reputation. As 
though oblivious to the boy’s tender age, he stepped forward. 
“I'm unworthy to offer guidance. You must possess some merit 
if you haven't had to compete to gain entry to the Lecture Hall.” 

His utterance sparked chuckles all around. Most mocked the 
man’s lack of shame. Others, revelling in the unfolding drama, 
egged him on. “Zhang Erlin, accept the little fella’s challenge! If 
you win, you can try asking the island master for the same back- 
door access!” 

Han Yuan spat, “And if you lose, you gotta get down on your 


knees and call him 一 mmph, mmph!” 
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Li Yun promptly clamped a hand over Han Yuan’s mouth, 
silencing the shit-stirrer. 

Feigning ignorance, Zhang Erlin quirked an eyebrow. “Sorry, 
what was that? What happens if I lose?” 

Cheng Qian slowly levelled his wooden sword and took his 
starting position, replying flatly, “That was my shidi, and we 
apologise for his unacceptable behaviour. Please, let us contin- 
ue.” 

Yan Zhengming was fuming. He wanted to abandon all re- 
straint and drag Cheng Qian back, but he had only taken a step 
when a folding fan came out of nowhere and barred his path. 
The fans owner was dressed like a scholar in long robes, and his 
narrow, elongated eyes briefly gleamed as he swept his gaze over 
the adolescent. He bantered with a playful smile on his face, 
“There, there, Master Yan. You shouldn't be so hasty to stop 
him. Why not give us the opportunity to witness the skills of 
your sects distinguished disciple?” 

“Step aside!” Yan Zhengming readied himself to knock the 
scholar’s wrist aside with the pommel of his sword. 

An alarmed Li Yun cried, “Don’t—” 

Before Yan Zhengming’s sword could graze the hem of the 
stranger's robes, a powerful force slammed against his scabbard. 
The impact of the force radiated from his hand to his chest, 
forcing him to take three steps back. He was hit with nausea, 
and he had to choke back a mouthful of blood. 

Li Yun rushed to prop him up from behind. “Shixiong!” 

Under public scrutiny, Yan Zhengming forced down the cop- 
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pery sweetness in his throat, glaring daggers at the robed man. 
Unfazed, the stranger leisurely unfurled his fan that displayed 
the phrase “think thrice before acting” written in a dynamic 
calligraphic style. He pretentiously fanned himself and offered 
a knowing smile while admonishing the adolescent, “Such reck- 
lessness is unbecoming of a sect leader.” 

Meanwhile, Zhang Erlin decided to throw caution to the 
wind, since he had not qualified to join the Lecture Hall any- 
way. He completely ignored the fact that his opponent only 
wielded a battered wooden sword and set aside any semblance 
of courtesy. He slashed down with his blade without so much as 
a warning. This was no friendly spar. 

To Cheng Qian’s dismay, the man’s sword was reinforced 
with talismans which, coupled with his strange techniques, sent 
a noxious gust that stung his skin before the sword did. The 
wooden sword was not very sturdy, and Cheng Qian was aware 
that he lacked Muchun’s mastery. Rather than meet the attack 
head-on, he stepped aside, dodging it entirely. 

When the boy kept evading his attacks, Zhang Erlin lost 
his self-restraint. He launched into a flurry of leaps and spins, 
wielding his sword in the same fanciful display of movements 
that were more aesthetic than effective. This forced Cheng Qian 
on the defensive as the boy dodged around. 

The man blocking Yan Zhengming watched the spectacle as 
if it were a circus show with an amused smile on his face. “This 
little disciple of yours might be young, but he’s got enough pa- 


tience to wait for just the right moment to strike and gain the 
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upper hand.” 

The man’s sarcastic praise for Cheng Qians cowardice fuelled 
the scion’s anger. Gripping his sword so tightly that his knuckles 
turned white, he felt a surge of humiliation unlike any he had 
ever experienced. 

The swordsman pressed closer to Cheng Qian, a vicious smirk 
twisting his features. “Is this all you learnt of your sect’s brilliant 
swordsmanship? Just ducking and dodging?” 

As he spoke, the wind caused by his strikes snapped Cheng 
Qian’s wooden hairpin in two. Immediately, his hair fell in a 
messy cascade. Normally, he kept it bound in a mature style, but 
the dishevelled long hair made him appear even more childlike. 

The swordsman burst into laughter. “Why don’t you just go 
back to mummy and—huh?” 

Cheng Qian took Zhang Erlin by surprise with a counter- 
attack. The boy had nimbly launched himself to one side then 
lightly tapped the ground with his toes before performing the 
move Moon Gazing, which he had learnt from the manual he 
found in the Library, Swordplay of the Tides. The late Muchun 
had refused to teach him the final three forms of the Fuyao 
Wooden Swordplay, but greedy as he was, he went to the Li- 
brary to explore other sword techniques. 

The Swordplay of the Tides incorporated the rhythm and 
song of river and sea with its grand, sweeping motions. In Cheng 
Qian’s grip, the wooden sword became an extension of rolling 
waves, their faint yet thrilling roar causing his opponent to wa- 


ver. 


323 


/ 
Qe 
A NS 
‘ 
\ 


Chapter 10 


Two types of individuals are particularly suited to this type of 
swordplay. The first are characterised by a blunt and straightfor- 
ward nature, relying on an unwavering resolve as steadfast as an 
anchor which allows them to overpower finesse with force. The 
second group consists of innately fierce and ruthless individuals 
like Cheng Qian. 

Although Cheng Qian trained diligently, he rarely sparred. 
This lack of combat experience was a disadvantage, no matter 
how well he knew the techniques. The swordsman who had 
been disarmed with a single move might not have been ex- 
ceptionally skilled, but Cheng Qian knew he did not stand a 
chance, which was why he had not planned to engage his oppo- 
nent in a traditional exchange of blows. During Zhang Erlin’s 
previous fight, he had noticed the man’s flashy but predictable 
techniques. Taking a calculated risk, he gambled on the man’s 
limited inventory of moves and focused on dodging because he 
had a single counterattack prepared. He waited for Zhang Erlin 
to grow overconfident with the smell of victory and press his ad- 
vantage, thus creating an opening for the decisive counterstroke. 

And that moment had arrived! Cheng Qian had mentally 
rehearsed his attack countless times. He accurately tore a path 
through the trajectory of Zhang Erlin’s weapon, his wooden 
sword skimming past the steel blade. He then struck at the man’s 
face hard while employing the mental techniques used to wid- 
en meridians unique to the Fuyao Sect. While the blunt wood 
could not slice Zhang Erlin open, the blow immobilised him, 


splitting his two lips into three and leaving a prominent bruise 
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across his face. His face rapidly swelled up like rising bread. 
Cheng Qian even thought the man might have lost a tooth. 

It was said that the face was off-limits during fights, and 
Cheng Qian had done such damage to Zhang Erlin’s face that a 
loud gasp erupted from the crowd. Even the man with the fold- 
ing fan was taken aback. “What a cruel boy.” 

Cheng Qian, though victorious with a single attack, felt a 
pang of regret. Sensing that he had inadvertently worsened the 
situation, he tried his best not to display smugness. Instead, he 
calmly dropped his stance and lowered the tip of his weapon in 
a gesture of respect. He offered a deep bow in apology, hands 
folded and eyes downcast. “I apologise for the injury. Thank you 
for your guidance, good sir.” 

While Zhang Erlin clutched at his bruised face, unable to 
speak, the man with the fan arched an eyebrow before hiding 
away the message on his fan with a snap. He gave a verdict: 
“Cruel but modest. How intriguing.” 

As Cheng Qian kept his head down, he stole a sideways 
glance towards the arena. He noticed the keepers exchanging 
quiet words as well as a hint of a smile on Tang Wanqius face. 
Only then did he wipe the cold sweat from his palm on his 
sword hilt, feeling he had managed some kind of success. He 
sighed and made a note not to stir up trouble and offend others 
in future. 

Despite his apology, the matter was clearly not over. As 


Cheng Qian turned, wooden sword lowered, Zhang Erlin 
barked like a beast. 
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“Stop right there, you little bastard!” 

Shing! Cheng Qian stepped to the side as soon as he heard 
the sound behind him, but his path was blocked. With no ave- 
nue of escape, he could only raise his wooden sword in a futile 
attempt to defend himself. Then someone's hand clamped down 
on his elbow and yanked him off balance, sending him colliding 
into that person's torso. Two crisp metallic clangs rang out be- 
side his ear, followed by a ripping sound. 

Cheng Qian’s pupils contracted as it dawned on him. 
Zhang Erlin was so enraged by the public humiliation that 
he had drawn his blade and slashed at him from behind. Yan 
Zhengming charged into the fray to yank him aside and barely 
managed to deflect Zhang Erlin’s strike with his own sheathed 
sword. However, the dark-skinned older Zhang took the oppor- 
tunity to throw a silver piece at the pommel of Yan Zhengming’s 
sword and dislodge it. When the sword shifted in his grip, 
Zhang Erlin’s blade, which should have been parried, carved a 
gash into his shoulder. 

Cheng Qian’s eyes turned red. 

Yan Zhengming was fuming with so much rage that he could 
draw his sword and slash at the perpetrator. However, before 
he could act, the blood from his “serious injury” defeated him, 
rendering him powerless. Unaware of the truth, the crowd mar- 
velled at the composure of the young sect leader as he stood 
with his sword in hand, impassive and motionless, not descend- 
ing into an angry fit because of a sneak attack. The display of 


maturity and prudence was far beyond what one might expect 
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from someone his age. 

Yan Zhengming calmly took a deep, deliberate breath before 
remarking, “I have certainly broadened my horizons today.” 

With the situation escalating, Tang Wangiu finally inter- 
vened. She could not leave the arena and remained at a distance, 
but her voice carried over as clearly as ever, exploding into the 
ears of the spectators. “Anyone eliminated from the examina- 
tions must leave the arena immediately. Loitering or inciting 
trouble is strictly forbidden. Where do you think you are?” 

With the hosts’ intervention, the Zhang brothers exchanged 
a wary glance. They ultimately backed down and simply glared 
at the two boys before mingling into the crowd. 

Yan Zhengming set Cheng Qian down and wiped his cold 
sweat on the boy’s clothes. He hissed through clenched teeth, 
“Let's go.” 

Cheng Qian gripped the corner of Yan Zhengming’s robe 
tightly, practically poking holes through the brocade. After a 
long silence, he suddenly whispered in the scion’s ear, “I’ll have 
them dead.” 

Yan Zhengming was startled by the overwhelming malice. 
“What are you saying?!” 

The boy swept his reddened gaze over Yan Zhengming’s 
bloodstained shoulder and pronounced, “One day, I will send 
them to their graves.” 

Yan Zhengming could sense something ominous, as if the boy 
might lose control, so he quickly gave him a slap on the back. 


“Dont be ridiculous... hiss... ouch! If you try spouting nonsense 
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again, I'll smack you on the mouth!” 

Cheng Qian gave him a long look before draping his arm 
over his shoulder, supporting the older boy as they walked away. 
Though silent, Cheng Qian visibly burned with childish hatred. 
He held his tongue, but the grudge was etched deeply in his 
heart. 

Some carefree people had a special ability: no matter how 
much emotional chaos they might be experiencing, as long as 
someone nearby was even more emotionally charged, they im- 
mediately regained their composure as if assisted by divine forc- 
es. Case in point, Yan Zhengming felt his all-consuming anger 
subside after hearing Cheng Qian. In fact, he wanted nothing 
more than to console the boy. 

Li Yun hurried over to help, freeing up Cheng Qian’s hands. 
Head lowered, Cheng Qian quietly followed along, his gaze 
fixed on the ground. Wordlessly, the four returned to their tem- 
porary lodging on the island. 

“Let it go, Tonggian, Yan Zhengming said after noticing that 
Cheng Qian still looked upset. Worried that the boy might take 
drastic measures, he tried to persuade, albeit awkwardly, “You 
hit him in the face. A humiliating injury like that would infu- 
riate anyone. You might’ve been in the right, but it doesn’t give 
you a right to be unreasonable.” 

Li Yun had never expected to hear such enlightened words 
from the scion. With a look of horror, he reached out, hand 
trembling, and felt his forehead for a temperature. 


Cheng Qian was silent. 
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Yan Zhengming suddenly realised something. He stiffly 
twisted his upper body like a puppet and slightly lifted Cheng 
Qian’s chin. He exclaimed with excitement, “Oh my, Tonggian, 
are you crying?” 

This revelation caused his heart to bloom with elation; even 
his injury felt less painful. His tail, albeit injured, perked up, and 
he shakingly responded with his characteristic smugness, “Could 
it be that you feel sorry for me? Alas, in deep appreciation of 
your filial piety for your sect leader, I shall bestow upon you the 
honour of pouring tea for today.” 

“Get lost!” Cheng Qian swatted his hand away then dashed 
straight to his own quarters. 

Watching him leave, Yan Zhengming sighed fretfully then 
scanned the vicinity. His attention eventually settled on a cer- 
tain pillar made of black rock. He instructed Li Yun to help him 
over there. 

Assuming that it was some urgent matter, Li Yun hurriedly 
brought him before the pillar. He saw Yan Zhengming staring 
intently at it and inquired anxiously, “What is it? Is there some- 
thing wrong with this pillar?” 

“Nothing.” Yan Zhengming adjusted his attire and admired 
himself on the glossy surface, responding cheerfully, “It reflects 
quite well.” 

It took Li Yun a while to understand. A saying popped into 
mind: you can’t train a dog to stop eating shit. 

Yan Zhengming gazed at the reflective surface and observed 


his own appearance. He thought the injury on his shoulder did 
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not detract from his looks. After all, even frail plum trees had 
their own distinctive, elegant allure. The afhrmation of his undi- 
minished charm and appeal lifted his spirits once more. 

Cheng Qian’s reddened eyes gave Yan Zhengming a peculiar 
feeling, as if a little wolf cub who usually ignored him or nipped 
at him was secretly licking his wounds in the dead of night. His 
heart felt a peculiar sense of solace. Comforted by this feeling, 
the new sect leader bore his pitifully small wound, moaning and 
groaning, and returned to his own room, holding onto the wall 
for support. Amidst the attendants’ frantic state of barnyard 
chaos, he leisurely assumed the role of a delicate porcelain vase 


to his heart’s content. 


After sparking such a disturbance at the Azure Arena, the en- 
tire Fuyao Sect, including the attendants, became self-conscious 
and reduced the frequency of their outings without so much as 
an order from Yan Zhengming. Cheng Qian extended his daily 
sword practices by two hours to spar with his fellow disciples, 
determined to avoid being caught unawares in future fights. 

Adversity spurred people on. By the time the hundred-day- 
long market drew to a close, Cheng Qian had fully mastered the 
form Unwavering Inquiry. Even the once lazy and clueless Han 
Yuan became diligent. Li Yun unexpectedly developed energy 
perception while fiddling with a nine-link ring puzzle one after- 
noon after his nap. Nobody knew how exactly he had crossed 
the threshold and which path he was on. 


Since Muchun was no longer there to introduce him to talis- 
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mans, he received joint tuition from Yan Zhengming and Cheng 
Qian. Although the two had been teaching and learning from 
each other, neither was more competent than the other, and 
squabbles would inevitably break out during their instruction. 

On the final day of the Immortal’s Market, Han Yuan slipped 
out in modest garments made of hemp and returned only in 
the evening with a parcel of snacks that he munched on as he 
walked into the courtyard where Shuikeng was playing. The 
toddler felt unbearably drawn. She trailed behind him, eyeing 
the snacks with drool hanging from her mouth. 

“Sorry, Shimet, the irresponsible Han Yuan spouted, “they 
say babies can’t eat food for grownups, or they'll choke.” 

Shuikeng could chomp through wood with her milk teeth, 
so she did not buy into his fear-mongering. As the parcel be- 
came depleted, desperation spurred the toddler to utter the first 
words since birth. “Sz... Si... Sthong!” 

Han Yuan stopped in his tracks, surprised. “Oh, you can talk 
now?” 

This was her chance. Shuikeng tightened her fists. Her face 
and neck flushed red as she let out another cry with all her 
might. 

“Sihong)” 

“Well done,’ Han Yuan praised insincerely, not showing any 
intention of sharing as he kept walking and eating. As a beggar, 
he had developed certain bad habits. He was particularly adept 
at helping himself to others’ food and drink, but woe befall any- 


one who wanted him to share. 


331 


Cotes of 


ole 


4) 


文 _ 


JL 
ie Chapter 10 


) 


/ 
Shuikeng ran out of patience and forgot about her seniors’ in- 


structions not to fly willy-nilly. Evermore comfortable with her 
wings, she spread them wide with incredible speed and flapped 
after Han Yuan. 

Just then, Cheng Qian and Li Yun returned. The former 
scowled upon seeing those large wings he was so familiar with, 
and he scolded in a low voice, “Come down!” 

The toddler often got her way by acting cute or throwing 
tantrums, which worked on all the older boys. All except Cheng 
Qian, which was why she feared him. Cheng Qian was strict 
with others and even stricter with himself, always standing by 
his words. Despite his youth, he bore the authority of a stern 
parent, and Shuikeng could not act up in front of the parent and 
promptly fell back on the ground, bottom-first. She pouted but 
held back her tears in his presence. 

With a basket of flowers in one hand and a bundle of books 
in the other, Cheng Qian stared at her with a gloomy expres- 
sion. A troubling thought occurred to him. She was a small, 
defenceless Yao born to a noble house according to a prophecy. 
What would become of her if malicious cultivators set their 
sights on her? If the unthinkable happened, no one would be 
able to seek justice for her. She was not HUMAN, after all, and 
most cultivators would treat her as nothing more than an object. 
Even though she was the prophesied YAo born to the queen, she 
might end up being treated no differently than a pampered pet. 

Before Cheng Qian could scold the toddler, Li Yun hastily 


dissuaded him, “Forget it, Xiao-Qian. She doesn’t understand. 
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We should find a way to stop her from flying instead of expect- 
ing her to remember on her own.” 

“I did find a talisman that can seal her YAO blood a few days 
ago, Cheng Qian said, “but I’m not certain I can make it.” 

Li Yun was naturally prudent, unlike his dilettante Yan- 
shixiong and audacious Cheng-shidi. Although he was a begin- 
ner to talismans, he understood that the art of talisman-making 
was complex and profound. He was quick to interject, “You 
mustn't recklessly try making talismans you don’t know again!” 

Cheng Qian did not give him a straight answer, merely flash- 
ing a smile as he turned to Han Yuan and changed the topic. 
“Where have you gone today?” 

“Gathering information, Han Yuan spoke with his mouth 
full. “I’ve been checking on those men for a few days now. The 
dark-skinned man who put you on the spot is Zhang Dasen. 
He’s also got a spot in the Lecture Hall. The sword wielder is 
his younger brother, Zhang Erlin. He got eliminated and has to 
leave the island after the market closes tomorrow. It makes sense 
to me now; the rogues who don’t belong to a sect tend to band 
together. Zhang Dasen’s already roped in quite a gang, so we 
gotta be careful of them from now on.” 

Han Yuan possessed a consummate talent. As long as some- 
one let slip even a word in public, it would end up in his ears. 

“Who was the person with a fan?” asked Li Yun. 

A flicker of dread passed over Han Yuan's face. “That's some- 
one we can’t mess with. He’s Zhou Hanzheng, one of the Azure 


Dragon people. They call him the Left Protector of the Lecture 
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Hall. There are two, Left and Right. Remember the zhenren 
with the square jaw? Tang Wangqiu, she’s the Right Protector.” 

Li Yun frowned. “Why was the Left Protector so disgruntled 
with us? He shouldn't have even known us.” 

“Maybe he’s cross that we skipped the exam and went straight 
into the Lecture Hall” Han Yuan mused. “Who knows? I heard 
he’s quite a nasty character, very fickle, too. We'd better not pro- 
voke him. Oh yeah, I got something nice today.” 

After patting the snack crumbs off his hands, Han Yuan 
pulled out a small oil-paper parcel and offered it for viewing 
with an air of intrigue. Three peculiarly shaped needles lay in- 
side, with blue-tinged tips and illegible talismans etched at their 
base. 

“These are...” Li Yun’s eyes widened. “Xiao-Qian, don’t touch 
them! They’re soul searchers and are poisoned. Where did you 
get them?” 

Han Yuan grinned cheekily. “Snagged them from the market, 
hehe.” 

“I recognise these. They're really powerful,” Li Yun said excit- 
edly with the needles cradled in the paper. He forgot all about 
chastising Han Yuan's petty theft. “They’re incredibly hard to 
come by. They’re called soul searchers because you only need to 
give it a name, and the needle will hunt the person down and 
kill him. Even assassinating a commander protected by his hun- 
dred-thousand-man army would be a breeze.” 

Cheng Qian had no interest in such unorthodox methods. If 


he wanted to end someone, he would do it personally with his 
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sword. He could not be bothered with this nonsense about nee- 
dles and the like. He walked past the two boys with the strange 
basket of flowers before unceremoniously kicking open the door 
to Yan Zhengming’s room. Amid the giggles of the maidser- 
vants, he slammed the basket on the table and declared sullenly, 
“Picked up the has-been flowers that you wanted.” 

Yan Zhengming was waited on by beautiful girls in a beauti- 
ful courtyard residence, but to Cheng Qian’s astonishment, the 
scion, who had been nursing his tiny, one-inch-long wound for 
three whole months, was not lounging about. A long strip of 
wood lay on a small zither stand. Knife in hand, he was focused 
on carving a talisman. When Cheng Qian barged in, the line 
that he had been engraving went awry. The knife slipped and 
pricked his finger, drawing a bead of blood. He glared daggers at 
the intruder, but Cheng Qian merely craned his neck to inspect 
his handiwork. 

“The lectures begin tomorrow, and you only start cramming 
now?” the boy jibed bluntly. 

For freely running off at the mouth, Cheng Qian was de- 
tained by his sect leader as a boy servant for the rest of the day 
to prune flowers. 

The next day, the lectures began. 

The Lecture Hall of great renown was, in fact, a hillside area 
that had become packed with a motley assortment of individu- 
als. People were standing, sitting, and even climbing atop trees 
for a better view, while those who came late struggled to find a 


spot. Thanks to Li Yun’s nagging, the Fuyao Sect arrived early 
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enough to secure an inconspicuous spot that was also near the 
front. They were surrounded by independent cultivators, a noisy 
bunch, most with low cultivation levels far from attaining inedia 
and evading earthly sustenance. Some had spent years wandering 
the land and developed unrefined habits. Other than flesh and 
bone, all they had in possession was grime that could be smelled 
from ten miles away. Others brought along bizarre animal com- 
panions. Dogs, birds, foxes, and the like were fine, but the giant, 
fat grey rat scurrying through the crowd was utterly off-putting. 
Even Cheng Qian had to frown at this “breathtaking” site, let 
alone Yan Zhengming who had an obsession with cleanliness. 

Surprisingly, the latter remained silent. After all, he had no 
right to say anything; he had chosen to stay here of his own 
accord. What, was he supposed to eat his own words in front of 
everyone? He declined the cushion offered by an attendant with 
a wave of his hand. His unseeing gaze drifted towards the hori- 
zon, and his heart filled with an incredible melancholy. Seated 
amidst the chaos of the Lecture Hall, he found himself recalling 
Mount Fuyao with its pavilions and courtyards, the wafting fra- 
grance of incense, and the quiet attentiveness of the attendants 
as they offered pastries and perfectly tempered tea. 

Time had no meaning while living in the mountains. Eight 
years had slipped by in the blink of an eye, and he failed to cher- 
ish the moment. He recalled being lost in slumber and waking 
up every day to the sun high in the day. Li Yun would always 
amuse himself with his collection of creepy critters. Han Yuan 


constantly snacked on the sly during lectures. Only Cheng Qian 
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ever battled his drowsiness while Muchun recited scriptures. 
Times had changed, and so did life. 

“Hey, Cheng-shixiong, what’s the matter?” 

Han Yuan's loud voice jolted Yan Zhengming’s thoughts back 
to the present. He turned to find Cheng Qian all but slumping 
against Li Yun. He thought the boy didn’t look sleepy but rather 
genuinely ill, since his lips were ashen. 

Cheng Qian kept his eyes half closed as he shook his head 
without making a sound. 

The last time Yan Zhengming saw the boy so pale was when 
he had first tried carving and recklessly worked himself to ex- 
haustion. Yan Zhengming pointed at the dark circles under his 
eyes with a frown. “What were you doing last night?” 

Li Yun was suddenly reminded of something. He grabbed 
Cheng Qian by the shoulders. “What’s going on, Xiao-Qian? 
When I checked on Shuikeng this morning before leaving, she 
was crying in her room.” 

Young children did not need a reason to cry. However, Shui- 
keng was different. Her cries could bring down the house. The 
earth would tremble, and when debris began falling, she would 
know it was time to shut up. Her crying sessions were never a 
peaceful affair. 

The drained Cheng Qian opened his eyes slightly. “Relax. 
The house won't collapse when she cries anymore.” 

“You're at it again,’ Li Yun fumed, hauling Cheng Qian up by 
the collar. “You've been secretly carving talismans again. Are you 


trying to get yourself killed?” 
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“Shh,” Han Yuan interjected, pulling on Li Yun. 

The noisy crowd suddenly quietened down, as a figure de- 
scended from the sky to the platform in the centre of the Lec- 
ture Hall. When he landed, the wildflowers on the hillside, as 
though nourished with heavenly nectar, bloomed with resplen- 
dent beauty. 

It was none other than Zhou Hanzheng. With the same old 
fan in hand, he cupped his fists and saluted all around. “My 
apologies for the wait.” 

Yan Zhengming drew Cheng Qian close so that the latter 
could lean against him. Then he whispered to Han Yuan and Li 
Yun, “I wouldn't have come today if I’d known it'd be him... Lis- 
ten well. Today, we arrived early and will leave early. Don’t draw 
any unnecessary attention, do you hear?” 

Li Yun remained silent, but his pale complexion drained fur- 
ther. Han Yuan gritted his teeth, his face a mask of resentment. 
Yan Zhengming pretended not to see their reactions, as he was 
preoccupied with concern for the unfortunate Cheng Qian. The 
sharp-tongued boy who had ridiculed him for last-minute cram- 
ming yesterday could only take shallow breaths, slumped against 
him today. Even without questioning the boy, Yan Zhengming 
understood from Li Yun’s brief utterance that Cheng Qian must 
have taken drastic measures to conceal the YAO aura on Shui- 
keng. 

With a hint of bitterness, he realised that he was the sect 
leader. All matters pertaining to the sect, major or minor, right- 


fully fell on his shoulders. Nobody had asked the little boy to 
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think about so many things and secretly carry out such deeds. If 
something were to befall Cheng Qian, Yan Zhengming didn’t 
know how he would face Shifu in the Underworld. The more he 
dwelled on it, the deeper his anxiety grew. Unable to contain his 
emotions, he gave Cheng Qian a pinch. 

Meanwhile, on the platform Zhou Hanzheng spoke with 
calm confidence as he outlined the rules of the Lecture Hall. 

“We shall convene once every ten days. In the interim, we 
expect you to engage in self-study. While you are allowed to 
spar with one another on the island, remember to be prudent 
and avoid destroying the amicable relationship we have fostered 
here. Should someone cause grievous harm to another, the of- 
fender shall be dealt with as per our sect regulations.” He low- 
ered his eyes and scanned the assembly before him. Somehow, 
his wandering gaze landed precisely on the party from Mount 
Fuyao, lingering briefly on Yan Zhengming. Then he continued 
with a smile. “Very well. Today, I will speak about harnessing 
energy and accumulating it in your dantian—the energy centre 
of your body.” 

Yan Zhengming listened, albeit distracted, all the while 
convincing himself about returning to his natal home. If not, 
returning to Mount Fuyao wouldn't be so bad. They had a 
nine-storey library; if all else failed, they could always read the 
books and explore the mysteries themselves. Anyway, itd be 
better than cowering here with their tails between their legs and 
being looked down upon. 


He decided they would pack their bags today! 
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Just then, Zhou Hanzheng said, “I know everyone has made 
different progress, so let’s do this: I'll have one of you join me 
for a demonstration.” 

His skinny eyes again darted towards the Fuyao Sect, locking 
on Yan Zhengming like a venomous snake locking onto its prey. 
He smirked. “Ah, Master Yan, the island master mentioned your 
esteemed sect’s rich history and profound teachings. I believe 
you ve already crossed the threshold to be able to harness energy. 
Perhaps you could come onstage for a demonstration so every- 
one can learn a thing or two?” 

Over the last few days, Cheng Qian had already developed 
a habit of standing up for the sect, so despite the unseen vice 
clamped around his temples making his ears ring, he sponta- 
neously braced himself to rise upon hearing Zhou Hanzheng’s 
words. Not only had he not slept last night, but he had also 
depleted his vital essence to craft the talisman for Shuikeng. Just 
making it to the Lecture Hall that morning had been a chal- 
lenge. If he had been the least bit squeamish, he wouldn't have 
been able to climb out of bed. 

This subtle struggle alerted the already irritable Yan Zheng- 
ming. He had not sought trouble, but it found him anyway. 
He pushed Cheng Qian back down, huffily telling him, “Stay 
seated, little imp. Don’t cause any trouble. Nobody asked you to 
step forward.” 

Yan Zhengming took a deep breath to quell his irritation and 
indecision before stepping forwards with his sword. With each 


step, his resolve to leave Azure Dragon Island solidified. He 
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stopped ten paces away from Zhou Hanzheng and planted his 
sword on the ground. 

“TI appreciate any guidance, Zhenren.” 

Yan Zhengming’s sword was far too garish. Even without 
considering the blade, the scabbard alone was without price. 
The precious jewels encrusted on it might have rivalled the Em- 
press-niangniang’s phoenix crown. 

Zhou Hanzheng studied the scion for a moment before say- 
ing suggestively, “Anyone who can harness energy knows that 
developing energy perception depends on chance and luck. I’m 
curious: by what means did you cross this threshold, Master 
Yan?” 

Yan Zhengming was already contemplating whether to offer 
his farewells to the island master before leaving. He acknowl- 
edged the invaluable assistance provided by Gu Yanxue in the 
search for his missing companions and in offering refuge. The 
act of kindness and loyalty was more than anything he could 
have hoped for. At the same time, he had experienced unprece- 
dented humiliation on the island, so he could not help but har- 
bour resentment towards its master. 

Unwilling to waste words with Zhou Hanzheng, he replied 
to the point, “The sword.” 

Zhou Hanzheng nodded with a smile. “Indeed, I suspected as 
much. It’s evident that your sword is extremely dear to you.” 

Every syllable of his speech was ripe with sarcasm. The crowd, 
a mix of bystanders seeking entertainment and those who 


wished to ingratiate themselves with the powerful Left Protec- 
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tor, erupted into derisive laughter. 

Li Yun had anticipated that Cheng Qian would be unable to 
hold himself back, so when the veins on the younger boy’s brow 
bulged, he promptly pounced and pressed him back down. Li 
Yun cautioned under his breath, “You're not causing trouble 
again.” 

Cheng Qian clenched his fists until his knuckles turned 
white. Everyone had their limits, even if it seemed illogical to 
others. He could overlook disrespect towards his person in the 
interest of keeping overall peace, but insults directed at his shifu 
or shixiong crossed a line. There was no way he would let it go. 

Li Yun kept a death grip on Cheng Qian’s shoulder while 
saying in his ear, “Stay out of trouble. I’m fairly sure that Yan- 
shixiong is thinking of leaving.” 

When Cheng Qian’s eyes widened, Li Yun continued. “Think 
about it, Xiao-Qian. Even you find this unbearable. With Yan- 
shixiong'’s delicate temperament, do you really think he can bear 
it? I wouldn't be surprised if he thought of leaving as soon as he 
saw this hill that the Lecture Hall would be held on.” 

On the platform, Zhou Hanzheng conveniently forgot about 
Yan Zhengming. He launched into an unhurried, detailed expla- 
nation of all the methods he had heard of to draw energy into 
the body, thereby crossing the threshold, after which he said, 
“Harnessing energy is the first step to communing with Heaven 
and Earth. Once you've passed this hurdle, you will have offi- 
cially crossed the threshold and become a cultivator. Then the 


cultivation method becomes relevant. Each sect possesses its 
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own unique and carefully guarded methods, but the core princi- 
ples are essentially the same—they all focus on guiding the prac- 
titioner to channel the essence and energy of the environment 
into your body to form your own vital essence. 

“To be powerful means not only mastery of the sword but 
also the purity and strength of one’s vital essence.” Zhou Han- 
zheng directed his gaze at Yan Zhengming. “Master Yan, how 
long has it been since you first harnessed energy?” 

Yan Zhengming did not answer right away. Unlike others, 
the Fuyao Sect had never prioritised conventional cultivation 
methods. After crossing the threshold, their disciples engaged 
in never-ending talisman training to strengthen their meridians. 
Occasionally, they might serendipitously fall into a meditative 
trance and gain insight. Muchun had never mandated medi- 
tation and condensation of vital essence as practised by other 
sects. 

The lack of response brought a smug smirk to Zhou Han- 
zheng’s lips. He had expected the young man to be an ignorant, 
inexperienced wealthy dandy. “Well,” he pressed, “how long has 
it been?” 

“Three years.” 

Zhou Hanzheng clapped his hands in glee and chuckled. “It’s 
been three years since you first harnessed energy. Surely, you've 
made some progress in your cultivation. Let us witness it first- 
hand.” 

As soon as he finished, a gust of wind appeared out of no- 


where, sweeping over the platform towards Yan Zhengming. He 
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raised his sword in defence and immediately channelled all his 
energy to form an unseen barrier from the bottom up to shield 
himself within. 

An unfazed Zhou Hanzheng calmly addressed the expectant 
crowd. “This is a set of cultivation techniques called Mirage 
Worlds, which was created by our sect to evaluate our disciples’ 
progress. As some of you may know from having experienced it 
during the qualification examination, this specific form is called 
‘Sandstorm’ which was designed to test novices. After three 
years of training, one may well have attained modest achieve- 
ments in internal cultivation. Exceptionally diligent or talented 
individuals might be able to persist in the Sandstorm for several 
days. Those slightly less skilled might manage a few hours, and 
those a cut below would at least be able to hold on for half an 
hour. As for...” 

Yan Zhengming’s ears buzzed. He had never cultivated his 
vital essence and did not even know how to regulate his breath- 
ing. He soon lost all sensation in his limbs. Even before Zhou 
Hanzheng had completed the sentence, his protective barrier 
shattered, and an unstoppable force slammed into his chest, 
followed by wind so violent it whipped him. The next thing he 
knew, he lost his footing and was flung from the platform. 

Zhou Hanzheng looked with cool detachment at the ad- 
olescent sprawled on the ground while casually finishing the 
barbed statement he had prepared. “As for those with inherently 
poor aptitude, they may resort to the act of fuyao—or taking 


elixirs—to artificially elevate their cultivation. Well, I'd thought 
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that even they'd at least persist for a quarter-hour. As it seems, I 
might have overestimated their capabilities... Master Yan of the 
Fuyao Sect, are you all right?” 

Yan Zhengming felt as if every bone in his body had been 
shattered. His senses failed him, and he could only stare up as 
Zhou Hanzheng towered over him. Beneath the man’s con- 
temptuous gaze, Yan Zhengming felt like an insignificant ant 
cowering in the dust. Several people ran to his aid, probably his 
fellow disciples or his own attendants. They scrambled to help 
him up, but his legs were completely numb and incapable of 
bearing weight. 

He felt so disoriented that he might have lost consciousness. 
In the midst, he heard his shifu’s voice. “Zhengming, you were 
born in the lap of luxury and understand nothing of human 
suffering. You ve never known adversity, which may not be a 
blessing for a cultivator. This teacher will bestow upon you the 
phrase “To Carve and Polish’ as your precept.” 

That was eight... no, nearly nine years ago. The young Yan 
Zhengming had made his first visit to the Hall of Ignorance to 
undergo initiation and receive a precept from Muchun. Never 
having paid much attention to studying or practising martial 
arts, he did not understand what Muchun meant. 

“What do you mean, Shifu? What do you want me to carve 
and polish?” 

Muchun replied, “Jade is a stone. Initially, it is no different 
from the pebbles and rocks on the roads. Over the years, it may 


be tempered by heat or pressure, lying hidden in the earth or 


345 


WW 


\ 
} 


ah 
ee 


Chapter 10 


water. In order to make use of it, one must grind away the outer 
layer of rock, then cut and polish it in every possible way, per- 
haps even striking it with blades. Zhengming, you are the Fuyao 
Sect’s inaugural disciple. When you encounter adversity in the 
future, consider the tribulation as the knife and your heart and 
body as the jade.” 

Of course, he had to even ask what it meant to be an “inau- 
gural disciple”. The answer he got was: “The inaugural disciple 
marks the start of a sect’s bloodline and heritage. You are the pi- 
oneer disciple of our sect. There were none before you, nor will 
there be any after you.” 

A metallic taste filled his mouth. He swatted away the hand 
that was shielding him and coughed up blood. He did not want 
to think about how foolish he looked. One side of his head 
burned, prompting him to feel at it. His hand met a mixture of 
bloody gravel and dirt. His white clothes were now as brown as 
a mudskipper. An end of his belt hung loose, stained with mud- 
dy water. 

Zhou Hanzheng started speaking again, his voice sounding 
both near and far to Yan Zhengming. “You all are starting your 
journey on our island, and someday, you might establish your 
own sect, propagating the doctrines of cultivation and accepting 
disciples. With that in mind, I will offer you a piece of advice: 
diligence is paramount. A sect cannot soar into the azure by rid- 
ing on the coattails of a good name.” 

Yan Zhengming’s arms trembled violently as he stayed 


propped on them. A wave of overwhelming indignation and hu- 
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miliation collided like water and soil to form a swamp, trapping 
him inside. A heavy sigh escaped his lips, an outpouring of sor- 
row and shame that was far more severe than hatred and guilt. 

“Yan-shixiong, are you all right? Talk to me!” Li Yun vigor- 
ously shook his shoulder. 

Gradually, Yan Zhengming could focus his eyes again. He 
looked dumbly up at his three fellow disciples, his thoughts 
weighing him down. Shifu must have been mistaken. What 
kind of jade was he? He didn’t even count as a stubborn rock. 
He was but a useless clump of mud that would never amount 
to anything. Shifu must have been a senile old fool. Why else 
would he have entrusted the sect token to him? The weight of 
“Fuyao” crushed him, like a great mountain bearing down on 
his shoulders, draining him both mentally and physically. Not a 
single bone in his body was strong enough to carry this immense 
burden. 

“I...” He opened his mouth, but it felt clogged with bile. 

In the end, Cheng Qian spoke. 

“When are we leaving?” 

The question left the rest of the sect dumbfounded. Yan 
Zhengming might have considered fleeing, and neither Han 
Yuan nor Li Yun were known for their perseverance. It would 
have been reasonable if the question had come from any of 
them, but to hear it from Cheng Qian was unthinkable. The boy 
had always been the odd duck on Mount Fuyao, so focused that 
not even a lightning strike could distract him from cultivation. 


Everyone knew this. He had been at Yan Zhengming’s beck and 
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call because the latter had given him access to the Library. Now 
that they were on Azure Dragon Island, with such a fine oppor- 
tunity for cultivation that was the Lecture Hall, the boy should 
have planted himself here forever, even if it meant growing 
roots. Why on earth would he have suggested leaving? 

“Cheng-shixiong, Han Yuan whispered, “what are you 
talking about? Where would we leave to?” 

“To Mount Fuyao,’ Cheng Qian replied calmly. “Let’s get 
Yan-shixiong back to our residence first. Apart from the books 
I brought from the Library, there’s nothing else I want to bring 
back. I can charter a ship myself. Just pass me some money.” 

With no hesitation, Cheng Qian rose and walked to the oth- 
er side of Yan Zhengming so he could support the scion with Li 
Yun out of the crowd. 

“Wait, Xiao-Qian, listen to me!” Li Yun hissed. “He’s still 
lecturing and will discuss many cultivation secrets. Aren't you 
staying to hear them?” 

“I’m not, but you can if you want, Cheng Qian replied, his 
face expressionless. “I’m leaving. I don’t care for it.” 

Cheng Qian would unhesitatingly make any personal sacri- 
fice in exchange for strength and power, since he owned nothing 
but himself; there was nothing to begrudge. Nonetheless, any 
prospect, no matter how great, was not worth a fart compared 
to family. His ties to his natal family were weak. Now, with Mu- 
chun gone, all he had left were these unreliable fellow disciples 
who were like his brothers. His emotional bonds were as deep 


and invisible as a sharp knife slicing through tofu; the surface 
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remained unmarked, but the cuts were deep. 

Of course, Han Yuan and Li Yun could not stay there on 
their own. The lecture had barely started, not even half an hour 
in, so their group departure would be quite noticeable. Even 
Zhou Hanzheng fixed his gaze on them. With no other choice, 
Li Yun hastily spun around to address the zhenren on the plat- 
form. “Left Protector, our apologies. Our sect leader is unwell...” 

Zhou Hanzheng gave a dismissive flick with his fan and 
sneered at Li Yun. “I see. I wish him a speedy recovery.” His gaze 
then shifted to Cheng Qian, who was not facing him. “Kid,” 
he drawled, his voice dripping with contempt, “yes, you, the 
kid who wounded someone’s face with a wooden sword. You're 
nothing special either, but you might have some potential in 
swordsmanship. If you want to go further with it, consider com- 
ing to our sect. You just have to pass the assessment, then you 
might have a proper place to learn swordsmanship.’ 

Ignoring the invitation, Cheng Qian did not falter or glance 
back as he helped Yan Zhengming down the hill. 

Han Yuan was a panicked mess as he watched Cheng Qians 
stormy expression. Uncertain if the latter had heard, he remind- 
ed quietly, “Cheng-shixiong, that Zhou character—” 

“—is talking out of his fucking arse,’ Cheng Qian swore, for 
the first time in his life, through clenched teeth. 

Han Yuan shut his mouth and hurried after his three shixiong. 

A good majority of the people on the hill gawked at them, 
their eyes filled with the mockery reserved for a pack of dejected 


strays. Young people had few fears, the highest ranking of which 
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was the fear of being ridiculed. These boys were no exception. 
Li Yun turned away and swiped roughly at the tears that had 
welled up. 

Just as the group was about to leave the Lecture Hall’s sloping 
grounds, a sudden yell rang out from behind. “Halt!” 

A figure descended in front of them, barring their path. It 
was the impoverished simpleton of a Taoist cultivator, Tang 
Wandqiu. 

Cheng Qian had greatly benefitted from watching her fear- 
less yet futile battle against Jiang Peng on the East Sea. He even 
thought about paying the fiercely independent zhenren a visit 
to express his gratitude in case they would settle on the island. 
However, the island’s unexpectedly hostile reception had soured 
his feelings towards her. When she blocked their path, Cheng 
Qian swiftly retrieved Yan Zhengming’s sword from his waist 
and levelled it defensively before his chest. 

“What might I help you with, Tang-zhenren?” he demanded 
of himself. 

“Did you think the Lecture Hall was a marketplace?” the 
woman demanded bluntly. “Somewhere you can come and go as 
you please?” 

Li Yun fought down his anger, clenching his hands into fists. 
He kept his tongue against the palate before forcing a semblance 
of calm in his voice. “We’ve informed the Left Protector and are 
bringing our sect leader—” 

“Did the fall cripple him?” Tang Wangiu cut him off. “Does 


he need so many of you to carry him? Maybe I should summon 
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a grand palanquin with eight bearers?” 

The veins on Li Yuns brow bulged. “We—” 

Cheng Qian lunged forward, throwing caution to the wind. 
Ignoring Li Yuns panicked stare, the brazen boy barked, “Move 
aside!” 

Tang Wanqius gaze darted past Yan Zhengming, settling on 
the smallest boy. She jibed, “Touched a nerve, did I? Oh, I see. 
You were planning to flee the island, weren't you? Pathetic.” 

Cheng Qian’s fingers inched higher up along the sword. Tang 
Wanqiu, seemingly oblivious to the silent threat, persisted. 
“Whats wrong?” she taunted. “Can't handle a little truth? I 
didn’t know shame existed in your vocabulary.” 

In a bold move, Cheng Qian drew the sword. He flung aside 
its gem-encrusted sheath, ignoring his sect mates’ cries of alarm. 
Undeterred by the potential repercussions, he unleashed a fierce 
slash with the borrowed blade. 

Over the last six months, he had dedicated ten hours a day 
to honing his swordsmanship. Even though he could not claim 
mastery, he could at least channel some energy into his strikes. 
However, the wooden swords offered little in terms of power. 
Now, wielding a real blade for the first time, he unleashed a 
chilling, murderous intent with the move A Youth’s Journey 
from the first form. 

Tang Wanqiu exclaimed, “Well done!” 

Without drawing her blade or unleashing the devastating 
might of a Great Power, Tang Wanqiu met his furious assault 


with her sheathed sword, thus commencing a martial contest 
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not unlike those between lay people. Even before the weapons 
clashed, the vast gulf between the energies of their swords was 
made apparent. The impact numbed Cheng Qian’s wrist and left 
a cut in the web of his hand, but rather than forsake his sword, 
he simply switched to a different move, The Endless Cycle from 
the second form. 

The clang of metal erupted again. Tang Wangiu, with a flick 
of her wrist, spun her scabbard, deflecting Cheng Qian’s uncon- 
trolled swings with ease. The overwhelming might of the Right 
Protector proved too much for Cheng Qian, forcing him down 
on one knee. 

“Stop fighting, Xiao-Qian!” Li Yun yelped in alarm. “Yan- 
shixiong! Tell him to stop!” 

Yan Zhengming’s lips were pale. His thoughts had drifted 
beyond the here and now. A frantic voice screamed in his head: 
You sent a child to fight your battles! What use is the sect token in 
your hands? Why are you even alive? 

A wave of paralysis gripped him. The wealth and nobility of 
the mortal world were as ephemeral as clouds, here today, gone 
tomorrow. Strip away his glittering facade, and all his vulnera- 
bilities would lie bare, exposing him for who he was—a hollow 
shell stuffed with frayed cotton. 

Cold laughter instead of anger bubbled from Tang Wanqius 
lips. “What, still think you have a chance against me? Did the 
grownups not teach you the dangers of overestimating your- 


self 2” 


A sheen of cold sweat broke out on Cheng Qian’s temples. 
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He let out a strangled roar and twisted the sword in his grip at 
an impossible angle. The desperate manoeuvre sent a searing 
protest through his young bones, but he pushed past the pain 
and managed to raise the reversed blade in Tang Wangiu’s di- 
rection. This reckless move was from A Contrary Outcome, 
the third form of the Fuyao Wooden Swordplay. It was fittingly 
named All or Nothing. 

Tang Wanqius bushy eyebrows crashed together. With a 
whisper-swift draw, she unsheathed her sword in a flash of 
blinding light. As fast as the falcon dived for its prey, the blade 
sent Cheng Qian flying back several yards. She snorted in 
contempt. “Even if you dedicated your life to the sword, you'd 
need another century to be worthy of facing me in combat. But 
frankly, I doubt you'll ever see that day. Those who cower in fear 
even before they begin the jour—” 

“Tang Wangiu!” Cheng Qian struggled desperately to rise 
with his sword as a crutch. He wiped the blood at the corners of 
his lips, his voice hoarse but resolute. “I don’t fear you!” 

Alone, he thought himself unrestrained, poised to soar to 
the heavens or delve into the depths. Alone, a person remained 
just that, whether he ascended to the summit or plunged into 
the abyss. Death, too, was merely a heartbeat away, so what was 
there to fear? 

Yet, he was not truly alone. Unbeknownst to him, he had 
gathered many vulnerabilities, and a blow to any inflicted excru- 
ciating pain and forced him to yield against his will. 


“I don’t fear you!” he growled. Defiance blazing in his eyes, 
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he glowered at Tang Wangiu, who stood in his way. “I don’t fear 
anyone!” 

As he desperately tried to rise, Cheng Qian swatted away 
Han Yuan’s helping hand three times only to fall back down 
each time. His long robes could not hide the tremors that 
racked his youthful frame, slightly lanky from a growth spurt, 
but he showed no signs of timidity. 

Yan Zhengming’s vision blurred. He broke free of Li Yun’s 
grip to embrace Cheng Qian. A torrent of self-loathing washed 
over him, each wave twisting a metaphorical knife in his heart. 

“Yan Zhengming, are you nothing more than worthless 
mud?” he demanded of himself. “Do you want the Fuyao Sect 
to become just as worthless, cowering in the mountain's depths? 
Will you dishonour the ancestors both in the Heavens and the 
Underworld? Will you sever the very lineage that Shifu desper- 
ately fought to preserve, even if it meant clinging to life in the 
form of a beast? Just what kind of inaugural disciple was he?!” 

His chest heaved sharply. His eyes were bloodshot. He 
abruptly craned his neck to meet Tang Wanqius gaze without 
flinching. He enunciated, “We never said we were leaving. And 
even if we were to leave, it wouldn't be now.” 

The stubborn rock that was Tang Wanqiu remained entirely 
unmoved. 

Yan Zhengming picked Cheng Qian up with difficulty and 
walked around her. The two other boys hastily followed in his 
wake. This time, Tang Wanqiu made no move to stop them. She 


stood as still as a tree stump, watching them depart. It was only 
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after they had travelled a considerable distance away that she 
stirred. She impassively pushed back her long, unkempt hair, a 
solitary, dishevelled silhouette against the landscape. 

An attendant patrolling the Lecture Hall spotted her in 
the distance and hastily ran over to fawn over her. “Greetings, 
Tang-zhenren. Would you like to join? Zhou-zhenren is current- 
ly delivering a lecture.” 

Without looking at the attendant, she replied, “To be asso- 
ciated with that vile character is one of my life’s most shameful 


moments. Ugh.” She turned and stormed off without a care. 


The descent from the Lecture Hall to their guest houses felt 
like an eternity. Tang Wangiu had been merciful. Cheng Qian 
was uninjured other than the ripped skin on his hand from his 
show of bravado. He recovered after catching his breath but 
continued walking in silence. As they neared the courtyard en- 
trance, Li Yun finally broke the silence. 

“Yan-shixiong, what will become of us?” 

Yan Zhengming had no answers. The road ahead stretched 
out endlessly before them, but he didn’t wish to show his juniors 
his bewilderment, so he forced out his usual carefree expression 
and nonchalant tone. “Who knows? We'll just take things one 
step at a time.” 

Han Yuan was even less subtle, cutting straight to the chase. 
“Yan-shixiong, when will the bullying stop?” 

Yan Zhengming could only manage a light smack on the 


boy’s head in response before he returned to his room, the 
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weight of their circumstances pressing down on him. Unlike 
those who agonised over trifles for weeks, Yan Zhengming was 
one of immense tolerance, with a mind as open as the sky. Thus, 
he secluded himself in his room, dismissing all the attendants 
and maidservants in an effort to coexist peacefully with the un- 
usual turmoil within him. 

But he failed. 

Even as the sun dipped below the horizon, anxiety gnawed at 
him. Yan Zhengming was fully aware that he ought to rise im- 
mediately and head to the rear courtyard for some sword train- 
ing. Alternatively, he could carve with his knife or meditate to 
accumulate vital essence. Yet, regardless of the activity, he found 
himself too restless to start any. 

The young sect leader had a mass of innumerable loose ends 
in his mind but was unsure where to begin his contemplation. 
Finally, he let out a drawn-out sigh and slumped onto the bed. 
He stared vacantly at the drapes as he desperately sought solu- 
tions. Regrettably, most of his youth had been consumed by 
obsessing over his appearance. Now, even if he stripped himself 
bare, he would not be able to uncover any genuine talent. An- 
other sigh escaped his lips. He was caught in a tangled web of 
melancholy that he could not unravel. He yearned to scream, 
raise a ruckus, and vent his frustration. 

The door to his room creaked open. Yan Zhengming reacted 
with a touch of impatience. “Zheshi, didn’t I say that I was go- 
ing to bed?” 


« ? 33 
It’s me. 
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Startled, Yan Zhengming propped himself up, craning his 
neck to look at the visitor. “Tonggian, what are you doing 
here?” 

Cheng Qian entered, holding a small vial of medicine, prob- 
ably for bruises and strains. Since he had increased his sword 
practice by another two hours, a subtle medicinal scent often 
wafted around him. 

“TI came to check on your injuries from the fall,’ the boy re- 
plied simply. 

Yan Zhengming held his tongue, allowing Cheng Qian to 
torture the bruises on his body with his ham-fisted ministra- 
tions. After the boy had gathered up his belongings and wiped 
his hands with a handkerchief, ready to leave, Yan Zhengming 
stopped him. “Xiao-Qian, isn’t there anything you want to ask 
me?” 

Cheng Qian thought for a moment. “Today... when you fell 
from the platform, you called out for Shifu.” He stopped, unsure 
how to offer comfort. He hovered awkwardly for a moment be- 
fore gingerly patting the scion on the shoulder. He realised that 
he did not know what to say when trying to be uplifting. He felt 
a little deflated, letting out a soft sigh. 

“That's not what I meant,’ Yan Zhengming said. 

Cheng Qian gave him a puzzled glance. Yan Zhengming was 
choked by frustration. He had braced himself for questions such 
as what would happen to the sect, when the sect leader would 
become a more admirable person, and for how long they need- 


ed to drift about without a base. At that moment, he grasped 
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what set Cheng Qian apart; the boy was unconcerned with 
the sect leader's strategic decisions. He did not seek protection 
from someone more powerful to alleviate his suffering on Azure 
Dragon Island. When faced with adversity, he simply trained 
harder. No matter what storms brewed on the horizon, his path 
forwards remained unwaveringly clear. 

Yan Zhengming changed the topic. “Did Shifu demonstrate 
the complete Fuyao Wooden Swordplay to you?” 

Cheng Qian nodded. “Yes, but I’ve yet to master the last 
three forms.” 

“You don’t need to master them. It is enough that you re- 
member.” Yan Zhengming donned his outer robe and picked up 
his own sword, which had been a source of endless humiliation 
for him. “Let’s head to the rear courtyard. We'll compile all the 


moves into a proper manual.” 
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